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Depending on their social milieu, intellectual hciitage and pe< soral 
experience social scientists have produced several absti actions to 
comprehend historical developments. The real dispute is about 
'the prime movers' of history. The present study is based on the 
assumption that the mode of production involving the theoit of 
surplus leading to class fotmadon continues to be the best working- 
hypothesis, notwithstanding countless asset tions to the contrary. 
The effort to eliminate class and surplus has introduced 'elite’, 
•status', ‘hierarchy', "decision-making 5 , etc., in their place. Tin' 
theory of sm plus is 1 ejected on the ground that people do nor 
pi oduce more on their own but are compelled to Iput in more 
work or more people are mobilized for work. Whatever motives 
be assigned for producing more — and this will differ from society 
to society — almost all types of serious investigators admit that 
only extra produce can support wholetime administrators, pro- 
fessional soldiers, lull-time priests, craftsmen and other similar 
specialists who do not produce their food' themselves. The argu- 
ment that people were compelled to produce more would imply 
the existence of an organized coercive authority such as the state 
or at least a protostate represented by a strong chief, but it would 
not negate the idea of surplus. With increase in production, volun- 
tary oi reciprocal gifts made by kinsmen in a tribal set-up marked 
by low productivity are perverted and converted into compulsory 
or unilateral payments, for producers are forced to part with a 
portion of their produce. Whatever be the methods of making 
people pay, it is clear that these can succeed only when the capa- 
city to pay is created. Surplus plays a key role in the formation of 
class and leads to the erection of an entirely new type of power 
structure called the state. It is also asserted that leisure time is not 
indispensable to developments in art, administration, and similar 
‘secondary’ fields, on the ground that hunters and gatherers enjoy 
enough leisut e and yet sit idle. But this is a poor excuse. Sometimes 
for days together hunters are busy obtaining some game. Even 
when they are free from the pangs of hunger a primitive food- 
gathering society seriously limits their options for doing something 
other than finding ways for their sustenance. Freedom from the 
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primary concern for procuring food is certainly needed for those 
who are occupied with managerial and non-subsistence activities. 
Of course, there is no dearth of idlers in a class-based society, and 
it is nobody’s contention that all those who do not have to bother 

4 

about earning their bread directly turn out to be artists, painters, 
administrators, etc. On the other hand even hunters and gatherers 
are noted for numerous cave paintings and beautiful dances, 
mainly connected with war and hunting. These activities clearly 
imply the use of leisure time. Hence it is no use gloating over the 
demolition of the theories of surplus and leisure time. 

The notion of class is an integral part of the materialist approach 
to history. Glass is taken to mean such groups of people as either 
own the means of production or are deprived of these. In the 
initial stages of social development dispossession from the fruits of 
production becomes a prelude to class formation. If no effective 
methods are devised to level down inequalities created by unequal 
distribution, it eventually results in unequal and durable access 
to the basic sources of subsistence. Disproportionate shares in the 
fruits of production gathered over a Jong period give a lever to 
those who control the existing power structure or tend to emerge 
as members of the ruling class. From the vantage point of what 
they have gained by way of fruits they extend their authority over 
the roots of production. Therefore the understanding of the process 
by which the roots are grabbed to ensure a steady supply of fruits 
is central to the explanation of class formation. Intensification of 
inequalities in the distribution of the surplus accelerates class 
formation, and unequal ownership of the primary sources of 
sustenance finalizes it. In pre-capitalist societies the ownership of 
the roots of production cannot always be clearly demarcated from 
that of the fruits of production. Those who own the fruits also 
acquire some control over the roots. In ancient India, in any case, 
priests and warriors claim not only privileges amounting to un- 
equal shares but also general authority over the labour power 
symbolized by the collectivity of the sudras. With their claims to 
taxes and tithes from the peasantry (vaisyas), they form a kind of 
the upper class. Historically such a class is not a static entity but a 
socio-economic formation sharing certain basic interests and 
working in opposition to a similar formation based on opposite 
interests. The fact that class conflict and opposition do not them- 
selves surface strikingly in earlier texts does not rule out the exis- 
tence of class in ancient societies. 

In contrast to the role of the materialist forces the idea of the 
hegemony of intellect is certainly pleasing to those who have 
succeeded in becoming intellectuals. We need not underrate the 



role of the intellectuals, but if the Indian experience is any guide 
most men of calibre never get a chance to develop their intellectual 
potentialities. In the ultimate analysis intellect works and flowers 
in response to certain social and economic situations which seem 
to exercise the real hegemony. Certain values of the ruling classes 
exercise their grip over the masses because of the appropriate 
socio-economic climate. In some ways the supremacy of intellect 
recalls to mind the importance being given to ‘decision-making’ 
by some sociologists. An improvised version of the intellect theory 
makes ideology an ingredient of the mode of production. Ideology 
includes organized ideas, norms and notions generated by the 
dominant class of human beings engaged in conflict and reconcilia- 
tion wdth those who have been deprived of the means and fruits 
of production. The submerged classes are not without their ideas, 
but these are hardly articulated in ancient texts. Tribal values and 
beliefs may sustain a kin-based society, but in the study of past 
preliterate societies, they can be identified only inferentially or 
even speculatively. Ideology may exercise enormous influence in a 
particular society at a given point of time. Those who argue for 
the materialistic approach to history do recognize (and this was 
done almost half a century back) that after having been in effective 
operation for a long time ideology' becomes as powerful as material 
force. But to equate ideology with the mode of production and 
treat it as an autonomous factor would be overrating its impor- 
tance. 

Ideology can be still understood better as a part of superstucture, 
and the debate over base and superstructure continues. An attempt 
to obliterate the distinction between the two has not resolved the 
issue. Although the terms ‘base’ and ‘superstructure’ are metaphors 
adopted from building construction processes, they have come to 
acquire special meanings in the Marxist universe of discourse. 
In this study base means factors of production including the eco- 
logical environment which conditions human activities. Super- 
structure means social and political arrangements that are based 
on these factors, and serve to maintain, modify or alter the mode 
of production. Artistic, literary, ritualistic, philosophical and 
similar activities are considered to be the ultimate products of the 
‘base’ although eventually they may help widen, restrict or even 
replace the base. Not everything is explained by adopting such a 
postulate, and there are several imponderables in history. For 
instance, the development of language can be explained in 
materialist terms, but its origin remains an enigma. This therefore 
creates what has been called ‘extra-superstructural’ problems. 
But the base-superstructure theory is still useful, and enables us to 

M. C. 1 



xviii Introduction 

account for major developments in history. Tlie study of base is 
decidedly more important than that of superstructure, and it is 
for the purpose of analysis and correlation that the two have to be 
isolated at the initial stage. But a study of the process of interaction 
between the two is certainly fruitful, and affords valuable insights 
into the functioning of human society. 

The distinction between base and superstructure is considered 
identical to that between forces of production and relations of 
production. In a food-producing set-up producers and the users of 
the produce establish various foi ms of relations with one another 
and keep the productive system going. We concede that produc- 
tion forces cannot be easily detatched from production relations, 
but an attempt to isolate the one from the other and to assess the 
implications of the forces at the social level does not amount to 
‘lazy Marxism’. Such an exercise has proved rewarding in several 
significant areas of historical research. On the other hand there is 
not much to analyse if we gloss over the distinction between foices 
and relations. Whatever may be the theoretical limitations of 
attempts at putting forces and relations in two separate boxes, 
the method which scraps the distinction between the two has yet 
to prove its fruitfulness. It is argued that the forces /relations con- 
nection is particularly apt in relation to capitalist societies . 1 ‘In 
early civilization, “authority, had primacy over allocation” in the 
sense that “neither technical advance in the tools of production, 
nor control of property, were of primary importance in this .... 
authoritarian division of labour.” ’ 2 Really this view provides a 
functional explanation for the justification of authority or the 
state. It is however not realized that advance in tools of production, 
division of labour and unequal allocation of resources to the tribal 
chief by his tribesmen eventually leads to the rise of authority 
associated with early civilizations. Allocation depends on collec- 
tion, and collection, though backed by coercion, is determined 
by production ; real authority originates in such a situation. 
Once ‘authority’ comes into being it can consolidate and maintain 
itself by upholding and strengthening the very system that has 
produced it. Only a superficial view of early civilization, if it 
connotes class, the state, urbanism, writing, etc,, would attribute 
untrammelled power of allocation to the state. The law codes of 
several early civilizations including those of Egypt, Babylonia, 
Rome and India accord privileges to the upper classes which 
system naturally limits the power of the ‘authority’ making the 
allocation. What is more important early civilizations also suffer 
from contradictions between the authority and its upholders, i.e., 
the privileged classes and the direct producers. In this context the 
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interaction between the forces of production and the social rela- 
tions generated by them assumes importance. 

Holding on to the idea of base-superstructure is sometimes 
called vulgar Marxism, mechanical materialism, technological 
determinism, etc. But in an attempt to refine historical materialism 


into blind alleys. In applying historical materialism to ancient 
societies some findings of social anthropologists regarding the 
formation and regulation of kin-based corporate units can sharpen 
our tools of investigation. But ‘refinement’ cannot be pushed to a 


the term ‘vulgar’ has something to do with the masses and not 
with the refined classes some members of which run to historical 
materialism more out of fashion than out of conviction. 

Some social scientists emphasize the complexities involved in the 
study of the rise of the state, urbanism, etc. The debate between 
the mono-causist and the multi-causist is fairly old ; so also is the 
controversy over the identification of the cause and of the causes. 
But the centrality of the mode of production foi a total under- 
standing of human behaviour cannot be ignored. An appreciation 
of the interconn ecte dnes s of the causes, the crucial significance of 
the mode of production and the corollarial importance of the 
other factors is far more relevant to the understanding of historical 
processes then the mere exposition of hundred and one causes. We 
are aware that historical reconstruction has its limitations, which 
flow from changes in sources, methods, models and theories, and 
from the social and intellectual make-up of the historian. But these 
limitations can be greatly minimized by the method and approach 
preferred by us. 

Our study keeps a rather plain evolutionary framework, based 
on the findings of Marx, Engels and Morgan, and enriched by the 
generalizations of Gordon Childe and other investigators, who have 
explored archaeology, anthropology and sociology more or less on 
the lines of historical materialism. On the basis of their cumulative 
work certain stages can be clearly discerned. The story of man 
starts in the palaeolithic age with the roving bands of hunters and 
gatherers who are not necessarily related to one another by ties 
of kinship. They lack territoriality although they may identify 
certain areas for hunting and other foodgathering operations. 

When people take to food procuring activities they form stable 
combinations cemented by ties of marriage and kinship, claiming 
descent from some real or supposed ancestor. They may develop 
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their own language or may speak some conxmon language. Such 
large combinations are known as tribes, which could, be divided 
into clans, and clans into lineages. The tribal phase is associated 
with the domestication of plants and animals, which took place in 
the neolithic stage. A tribe multiplied internally with the onset of 
food production and externally through successful wars, which 
enabled it to incorporate conquered tribes into its ranks via marriage 
or initiation ceremonies. Rituals and reciprocal gifts regulated 
tribal societies and served to ensure fair distribution and conse- 
quently cohesion by overcoming inequalities caused by the growing 
wealth of the chiefs and great joint families. In most tribal societies 
lan d was held by the tribe or the clan in common, and the feature 
Is considered to be the basis of tribal/kinship formations. But 


suggest that pastoral activities also led to tribal /kinship formations. 
Ethnographic and historical studies suggest several stages and 
variations in the development of tribal society. We know of chiefless 
tribes and of clans /lineages with and without distinctions between 
the junior and senior line of descendants. In some tribal distri- 
butive systems elders get preferential shares ; 3 in others elders and 
youngers alike receive equal shares. ^ But all such problems axe 
better left to specialists in the subject. 

The system of a tribe living under a chief, sometimes aided by 
a council of elders, was widely prevalent. The chief owed his 
position either to personal abilities or to descent from a senior line 
or to both factors. Preference for age and seniority at the initial 
stage provided weightage for skill and experience in the arts of 
production, distribution and fighting. Eventually the position of 
the chief became hereditary, and even a younger member of his 
family could inherit chieftaincy to the exclusion of the elder mem- 
bers of the collateral families. When gifts to chiefs by their kinsmen 
became frequent and return from the chiefs infrequent, when the 
chief’s share in the booty increased enormously and that of his 
kinsmen dwindled drastically, conditions were created for the 
rise of big and dominant chiefs ; this development of power struc- 
ture is called ‘chiefdom’. The great chief came to be surrounded 
by retainers maintained at the cost of the tribal pastoralists and 
peasantry. The sense of territoriality linked with cultivation and 
sedentary habits became strong. Rituals became far more elaborate, 
and although some chiefs played priests, rituals tended to be mono- 
polized by a class of specialists. The egalitarian ethos, typified by 
the purely tribal phase, suffered erosion, and proprietary differen- 
tiation became visible. This stage in social development can there- 



wide use, peasants produce food enough not only to maintain them 
but also priests, administrators, professional soldiers and the capital 


by those who manage to obtain a greater portion of land, labour 
and other basic sources of subsistence. In fact unequal distribution 
culminates in unequal access to the sources of sustenance. 

In respect of Vedic and post-Vedic times, we have tried to 
examine the nature and consequences of advance in production 
techniques and assess their social, and sometimes religious and 
ritualistic implications. Archaeology shows that in ancient times 
metallurgy and other techniques took centuries to spread and 
produce results of any great social consequence. But in the long run 
they left an abiding impact on social organization. We have tried 
to underline changes in the system of production and show whether 
these are closely linked up with the successive formations of the 
band, tribe, protoclass and protostates, and finally of class and the 
state. 

The present enquiry follows the usual text-based documentation, 
which may mean deriving impressionistic generalizations from 
various types of references. But we have also tried to count terms 
of significant cultural import. In order to investigate the pastoral, 
tribal and class aspects of societies, wherever practicable, the 
number of terms used for expressing these ideas has been taken into 
account. However it has not been possible to examine in all cases 
the context in which these terms are used. 

This study makes an attempt to correlate literary references to 
archaeological remains. Many references in literature to agricul- 
ture, metals including iron and handicrafts including pot-making 
have been collected. But in the archaeological and philological 
context they are used to fix dates, prove antiquity, demonstrate 
diffusion or indigeneousness. Their value for the investigation of 
social and economic processes in a broad perspective is hardly 



realized. In our study the later Vedic texts have been broadly- 
examined in the context of the iron-associated Painted Grey Ware 
archaeology because both roughly belong to the same period and 
the same geographical zone. On account of similar considerations 
of time and place the early Pali texts have been broadly discussed 
in relation to the Northern Black Polished Ware archaeology of 
the middle Gangetic basin. A good portion of what is said about 
material culture is based on archaeological studies although we 
draw heavily on literary references. Social patterns have been 
reconstructed mainly on the basis of the study of the texts, but 
an attempt is made to confirm and extend this entire record 
through archaeological and some anthropological findings. We 
have neither examined the archaeological identification of the 
Aryans nor the association of various tribes, peoples and dynasties 
with different types of antiquities, particularly pottery. But the 
nature of linkages between the material culture and social evolution 
has been our chief concern. 

However both later texts and PGW iron archaeology extend over 
a period of about 500 years, and since archaeological stratification 
does not necessarily match literary stratification, it has not been 
possible to clearly highlight developmental processes during this 
long period. It is also likely that the non artifacts which were being 
used towards the close of the PGW period in the upper Gangetic 
basin were being used towards the beginning of the NBP phase in 
the middle Gangetic basin. 

The study of social formation in the age of the Rg Veda cannot be 
advanced by the existing archaeological material. Archaeology 
facilitates the study of social and economic developments in later 
Vedic times, but for want of statistical and technical information 
the excavated material cannot be used more meaningfully. The 
inference stressing the civilizing role of iron in various parts of the 
Old World is drawn from a good deal of technical studies. But in 
the context of India we still need studies on the ore-artifact relation- 
ship, on the nature of the carburization of iron objects and on the 
rate of their rusting and corrosion. Even an exhaustive inventory 
of iron objects in terms of time, place and functions is lacking. 
Obviously in the absence of all such information inferences tend 
to be provisional. 

The NBP archaeology, on which we have tried to build much, 
suffers from several limitations. Although I have some personal 
knowledge of NBP sites, especially those located on both sides of 
the railway track between Allahabad and Bhagalpur, these have 
not been systematically explored, except to satisfy a thirst for 
knowledge. The attempt to push back the birth of civilization in 
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India and also for extending its frontiers has led to a planned and 
systematic exploration of the Harappan sites. Similarly the search 
for the Aryans has resulted in exploration of the PGW sites. But no 
such attention has been paid to the NBP sites so far. Cities men- 
tioned in Pali texts and Chinese accounts have been excavated 
vertically, but we have not developed the archaeology of rural 
sites in historical times. Since the area surrounding a NBP urban 
site has not been systematically explored, we can do little to find 
out the link between a town and its hinterland. It is also difficult to 
indicate the precise scale on which settlements appeared for the 
first time in the middle Gangetic plains in the age of the Buddha. 

While we have used some relevant findings of anthropology to 
explain and extend our literary and archaeological record, we have 
also given due weightage to ecological factors. The semi-arid 
climate of the Indo-Gangetic divide and upper Gangetic plains 
has been contrasted with the moist and rain-fed climate of the 
middle Gangetic plains. The nature of the soil and vegetation 
has also been taken into account. This differential factor affects 
the state of the preservation or otherwise of the material remains 
including metal objects. The PGW sites are mainly located in the 
windy and semi-arid zone. Hence they lie exposed, and are easier 
to spot and explore. But the NBP sites in the middle Gangetic 
plains have been subjected to centuries of sedimentation and 
luxuriant vegetation. NBP sherds therefore do not always appear 
on the surface except when they are exposed by rain/river erosion 
or by cultivation. The climatic factor also helps us to understand 
the relevance of iron technology to the large-scale clearance and 
settlement of the middle Gangetic plains in ancient times. 
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In recent years there has been a happy awareness of ‘no theory, no 
history 5 among historians. Seminars held to examine the assump- 
tions underlying historical writings have given rise to a healthy, 
though still weak, reaction against colonialistic, pseudo-nationalistic, 
chauvinistic and obscurantist approaches to the study of Indian 
history. But the search for theories and models has led some of us 
into the sociological trap, and there is a real danger for others to 
fall into it. In India, till the fifties the historical method and 
approach was applied to sociology, political science, economics, 
linguistics, etc. Although the concepts of growth in economics and 
of modernization and industrialization in sociology owe much to 
history, there is also a clamour for applying the models of the other 
social sciences to history. There are however models and models. 
We have to decide which ones are of the right type and can be 
used as tools of analysis. Insights from allied disciplines are always 
welcome, but history should not be allowed to dissolve into a welter 
of multidisciplinary clap-trap. Social history does not mean ‘a 
backward projection of sociology 5 , nor economic history an appli- 
cation of economic theory with ‘retrospective 5 effect. Sociological 
generalizations which transcend time and place and deliberately 
attempt to prove the unchangeable character of Indian society 
pose a real danger to historians. 

For comprehending and explaining the past in India we naturally 
look for models and typologies, but the intellectual market in social 
sciences, like any other market, is flooded with ‘western’ commo- 
dities, and we have very little choice in the matter. The obsession 
of some social anthropologists with kinship, caste, ritual, language, 
social customs, etc., — problems of superstructure — has given rise to 
several theories. A few of these can explain the structure, composi- 
tion and functions of a society, but most of them founder on the 
fundamental problem of change from one social formation to the 
other which is vitally important to the historian. Many of these 
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models may be useful for static societies but lose their validity for 
the study of social processes. The jajmani system, for example, may 
explain the social and economic relations of the feudal phase but 
not of the pre-feudal phases. Whatever be the date of the Arthasastra 
of Kautilya, there is nothing of the jajmani system in the whole of the 
text. Of the theories meant to explain social dynamics, those of 
Sanskritization and of the Great and Little Tradition touch only 
the outer cultural veneer and make little difference to the study of 
socio-economic formations. Much is being made of the elite theory, 
and irrespective of their place in the system of production, the 
‘elite 5 (literally, the choice part, the best) are being seen as the 
prime motive force behind all social change. But the simple historical 
truth, that by and large the literati and the intelligentsia are the 
subordinate allies of the ruling class in class societies cannot be 
overlooked. The theory of tradition and modernity is used to cover 
the whole history of society, which is also sought to be encompassed 
by ‘simpler 5 and ‘complex 5 societies. But as a matter of fact human 
society passed through four or more different modes/stages of 
production extending over centuries. 

Advances in historical knowledge during the last hundred years 
have altered to some extent the model of social formations provided 
by historical materialism, and here we should gratefully record our 
debt to Gordon Childe, who has provided us with valuable insights 
into the social formations of the bronze age, but much more still 
remains to be done on the differences between bronze age societies 
and iron age societies, and particularly on the Asiatic mode of 
production, to the critique of which D. D. Kosambi and other 
Indian historians have made valuable contributions. A deep study 
of sources in the light of the fundamentals of historical materialism 
may open up exciting possibilities of discovering new and transi- 
tional types of societies. The sociological model of tribe/folk— 
peasant-industrial society is considered to be an alternative to the 
model provided by historical materialism, but it has a number of 
limitations. It is held that in primitive society, also called folk / 
tribal society, kinship is the governing force, but it is doubtful 
whether it is far stronger than the system and relations of produc- 
tion. The idea of the peasant stage is useful in the sense that we can 
envisage a tribute- and tithe-paying agricultural society ruled by 
priests and warriors, but the peasant phase does not necessarily 
correspond to the feudal phase. If the problem is to articulate and 
characterize the mode and relations of production, ‘feudal 5 and 
‘peasant 5 societies may not convey the same meaning. Peasants 
constitute the overwhelming majority of the population, but since 
they do not form the ruling class the dominant culture and ideology 
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will not be that of the peasant. Industrial society may cover 
both classless and class-based societies, ^Phe concept ^industrial* 
conveys more sense in the context of technological transformation 
than in the context of social formation, and may apply to 
capitalist, non-capitalist, and socialist societies. 

We can dilate on some of these problems. Let us consider the idea 
of peasant society. Here the peasant is shown as meeting his hundred 
and one needs out of his produce and also paying tax and tithe. If 
the idea is to emphasize the crucial role of the peasant household 
production unit as the prime support of social structure in a pre- 
capitalist society, the term peasant society can prove to be useful. 
But if the idea is to get at the nature of the surplus provided for 
managers of production and consumption, the static connotation 
of this term cannot enlighten us much, for the amount and method 
of surplus collection and the mode of its distribution keep on 
changing. The concept of peasant society, therefore, may serve as 
an omnibus term for different types of formations in which peasants 
pay taxes, tithes, tributes, gifts , etc., but since these forms of pay- 
ment and the mechanism for their assessment and collection keep 
on changing, the term would not be able to bear the weight of the 
theory which stresses the changing nature of class relations. 

Again, peasants do not always constitute a homogeneous group. 
When tribal people take to full-fledged agriculture and adopt it as 
the main source of their livelihood, their bonds of kinship are initi- 
ally strengthened and tribal traits continue in the management of 
land. They may have to pay taxes and tithes, but they can be better 
described as tribal peasantry. We also have to draw a distinction 
between free peasantry and servile peasantry which may coexist in 
a society, but a society with more of free peasantry will certainly be 
different from that having more of servile peasantry. Servile 
peasantry is characteristic of a feudal society. The peasantry con- 
trolled by market laws is found in a colonial/capitalist society. It 
may be added that a large-scale free peasantry is generally found in 
either a pre-feudal society or in a capitalist society. 

Although in many pre-capitalist societies the peasantry may be 
the principal source of surplus meant for the maintenance of 
various non-producing segments of society, it would be wrong to 
think that a homogeneous peasantry guided and shaped the course 
of history. Peasants came to be divided into different strata, and 
substantial peasants certainly mattered more than their poor 
cousins. Even in the age of the Buddha we encounter the affluent 
landowning peasant called the kassaka gahapati. Some gahapatis 
employed a large number of slaves and agricultural labourers; 
others carried on agriculture mainly with the help of family labour 



supplemented by a few slaves and hired, workers. The substantial 
peasants seem to iiave lormed the backbone of the lay following' of 
the Buddha. It was in their interest that Buddhism never thought 
of the abolition of slavery. Kautilya mentions sharecroppers who 
obviously were exploited by rich peasants. At a later stage rich 
peasants called mahatiara eventually grew into local landlords 
living on the rents and services of the common peasantry. In other 
words the problem of stratification among the peasantry is linked 
up with changes in religion, social structures, etc. At the same tune 
certain broad characteristics, such as sentimental attachment to 
the land, worship of fertility divinities, local patriotism and some 
amount of conservatism may have been shared by all categories of 
peasants. Love for fairs, festivals, entertainment, etc., and also the 
need for protection could draw them towards the priests and 
princes bv creating an illusion of cohesion. Feedback distribution 
on the occasion of sacrificial feasts by princes not only helps to 
maintain the sense of collectivity but also tempers the rigours of 
taxation. 

Certain historians tend to attribute the formation of a slave 
society to conquest; examples are cited from Roman history . 1 
But conquest itself is caused primarily by such internal dynamics 
as the compelling need for procuring labour power and obtaining 
land for colonization, particularly on the part of the ruling class. 
In the pre-capitalist phases of society such a use of force may be 
considered an extra-economic method adopted to maintain and 
perpetuate a class-based or slave-based society, as happened in 
Greece and Rome, and perhaps occasionally in India. 

A large number of theoreticians frequently raise the problem 
of status, so popular with many sociologists, and in explaining the 
structure and dynamics of a society, the use of status is preferred by 
those who feel fed up with the ‘worn-out 5 , concept of class. It is 
argued that the brahmana, ksatriya, vai^ya and £udra form statuses 
and not classes. Varna is also translated as order, estate, etc., which 
obscures its identity as class, and it is said that in each case the 
economic status of a varna does not approximate to its social and 
ritualistic status. Apparently this view seems to be true to a degree. 
But the real question is not to investigate the nature of corres- 
pondence between the varria and its economic presence, although 
in the pre-colonial phase in most cases the economic functions and 
position of the two higher varnas would roughly correspond to their 
social and ritualistic status. The same was broadly true of the two 
lower varnas. However it will be more fruitful to find out the nature 
of the role of different ‘statuses 5 in the overall management of 
production and in the sharing of its surplus. The problem is not to 
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roles in society. They argue that we should look at the conduct of 
ancient people as they perceived it themselves. But if we are con- 
vinced that the evolutionary view of history, which is now strongly 
corroborated by anthropological studies, is correct and if we think 
that a comparative yardstick in terms of time and place is necessary 
to have a more meaningful appreciation of the past, it is essential 
to follow a consistent scientific method and objective approach in 
the study of the past. While it is necessary to detect the various 
types of prejudices permeating our written records, it is all the 
more necessary" to examine the nature of the material culture 
revealed by them and also the material remains of ancient cultures 
brought to light through excavation and exploration. 

A few scholars who take an anthropological view of history hold 
that consideration of kinship played a vital part in ancient times . 2 
Although in a great deal of their discussion the need for lineage 
and acquisition of manpower as a result of the advent of food pro- 
duction is not underlined, this approach has enabled scholars to 
explain some creation myths and to understand the nature of various 
types of marriage practices, inheritance, etc. Now the idea is being 
applied to some ancient and medieval dynastic kingdoms, which 
are called segmentary or kin-based states. Attempts are being 
made, though unsuccessfully, to apply the African model of tribal 
polity to some early medieval kingdoms of south India. While 
kinship considerations might govern and condition a few areas of 
social conduct, as they do even now in Indian villages, it would be 
wrong to call those societies kin-based. There is no doubt that in the 
evolutionary scale the kin-based or tribal society was superseded 
by state-based and class-based society. But although it is possible to 
identify in this process certain landmarks defined by time and place, 
it is difficult to find clear cut-off or terminal points for one type of 
society giving place to another type of society. Strong survivals 
from previous societies are always noticeable in later societies, and 
for this phenomenon various terms such as ‘continuum 5 , ‘overlap 5 , 
‘interlocking 5 , etc., are used. But the study of change, divergence, 
disjuncture and discontinuity is possibly more important. It is 
difficult to think of unpunctuated development. Wherever evidence 
points to more than one type of society in the same period and 
the same region, the student of history is required to underline 
the dominant element which differentiates the emerging social 


formation from the decaying one. 



a dua iis tic phase ; others might call it a counter-balancing situation 
containing contradictory elements. But all the same historians and. 
anthropologists accept the existence of such a phase. While some 
anthropologists feel elated at their illusory achievement in demo- 
lishing the epochal findings of Morgan recorded in his Ancient 
Society , in recent years radical anthropologists have evinced a strong 
renewed interest in Morgan’s ideas and methods. Adopting more 
sophisticated methods used by anthropologists currently, several of 
them have not only confirmed the basic findings of Morgan but 
have carried them further. In the process of the re-examination of 
the conclusions of Morgan and Engels, some Marxist anthropologists 
have now substantially modified the stages in the history of early 
evolution uncovered by the two ‘thinker-scholars’. The new findings 
start with the advent of band which is a collection or group of 
people for hunting or other similar primitive foodgathering activi- 
ties, but not necessarily bound by ties of kinship. In the second 
stage we come across tribe — whatever may be its meaning — 
although for us the element of kinship is most important in it. An 
important development of ‘tribe’ is marked by a stage of tribal 
chiefdom, and then finally we have a state-based and class-based 
society. 

Marxist anthropologists, however, are not in agreement on the 
relative importance of kinship and of the mode of production in a 
tribal society. Some consider kinship as a determining factor in 
regulating relations in a tribal community. In their opinion all 
economic activities including production, distribution and war are 
moulded by kinship relations . 3 But this view is not accepted by 
others. As already shown, in the pre-kinship stage a band of people 
belonging to unrelated kin may form a collective for gathering food 
by various methods. What is important to note is that a full-fledged 
tribal society is inextricably associated with certain basic condi- 
tions of material existence, and the moment those are disturbed, 
the tribal society begins to disintegrate, although it may rally, 
reform and reorganize itself, obtaining a fresh lease of tribal life. 
However the reorganized tribal community may lose some of the 
tribal elements, and this process would ultimately lead to its under- 
mining and eventual break-up. The same analogy applies to the 
caste system, whose ‘vigour’ and ‘persistence’ have earned the 
unstinted admiration of some western sociologists and their Indian 
counterparts; they overlook the process of the dissolution of the 
older system under the impact of a new type of economy and derive 
satisfaction from demonstrating the continuity of caste. 



The formation and the growth of the caste system are attributed 
to notions of purity and impurity. The theory is old hat which has 
been mended to serve those who find themselves fascinated by the 
outer manifestations of caste and untouchability . But only a histori- 
cal approach based on considerations of time, place and social 
situations can unravel the causes and character of outer manifesta- 
tions. It is clear that several crafts, especially those connected with 


socio-economic factor in contributing to the origin of caste and 
untouchability has been ably made out by several researchers . 4 
Although we notice a few signs of untouchability even in pre-Gupta 
times it is only in early medieval times that untouchability attracts 
our attention as a significant social phenomenon . 5 

Notions of impurity connected with such events as death and 
menstruation in tribal societies were not sufficient to create condi- 
tions for the origin of untouchability. Only when manual work 
was completely divorced from religious / intellectual and adminis- 
trative work, and a large number of men were separated from the 
land, the chief source of production, only then could members of the 
higher varnas, particularly the first two, claim a number of exploi- 
tative privileges. The higher varijas wanted to perpetuate their 
power and position by keeping themselves at a safe distance from 
a good section of primary producers, mainly artisans and agricul- 
tural labourers. How could this be done easily ? By inventing and 
refining the rituals of purity and impurity and by creating a mechan- 
ism of barriers and hierarchy so that the buffer zones would be 
invested with varying degrees of purity/impurity. Some Indologists 
underscore the role of religion in shaping the course of Indian 
history and assert that it held back the economic progress of the 
country. This game has been going on for more than a century, and 
somehow because of ceaseless propaganda, religion has stuck to 
Indian studies so fast that it is difficult to extricate historical research 
from its yoke. The respectability conferred on the religious factor 
by orientalists and Sanskritists has been reinforced by recent 
publications of some sociologists. While the former relied on texts, 
mostly written by priests, the latter swear by field work. A few 
Sanskritists have been attracted by the findings of these sociologists 
and have tried to apply them to the study of ancient texts. 

Scholars have suggested various types of approaches. They 
argue, for example, that the four goals of dharma (concern for 
social order or religion), artha (wealth) , kdma (pleasure) and mok§a 
(deliverance from the travails of life, or spiritualism), guided the 
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with the caturvarga ideal, not to speak of a far more limited number 
in ancient times. Incidentally the use of the term artha in this ideal 


as well as its relative importance in the list of the four objectives 
has to be appreciated. Several texts repeatedly state that artha 
constitutes the root (mula) of dharma and other ingredients. In any 
case while the dominant class in ancient India was not without 
ideologies, it would be wrong to make caturvarga the common ideal 
of one and ail and to consider it the motor force of all developments 
of ancient times. On the contrary it might prove rewarding to 
investigate the linkages between the four varnas ja&ramas on the one 
hand and the four goals on the other. On the face of it the hierarchy 
of the four goals starting with dharma , to which the law-books or 
Dharmas'astras were devoted, was a logical ideal for a varna-divided 


No serious student of social formations in early India can over- 
look religious ideology and practices. But these cannot be studied 
in isolation from changes in material life. In fact Vedic and post- 
Vedic rituals serve as an indispensable guide to both social and 
economic developments. Unfortunately some scholars who consider 
the four-goal ideal as a key to the unfolding of the ancient Indian 
cultural treasure discard rituals as meaningless symbols. But 
myths and rituals have their origin and growth in reality. Even the 
wild growth of plants and vegetation is governed by certain laws. 
Myths and rituals therefore do not grow in a vacuum or in barren 
soil. They owe their origin to certain material and social environ- 
ments which they subserve and perpetuate. With a change in 
environment, they might lose their relevance and become empty 
formalities, but they retain their significance as long as the original 
situation lasts. Even those who suspect their historical value consider 
many myths and rituals as symbols of fertility. But fertility represents 
production and reproduction without which human society cannot 
continue. 

It would appear that the search for substitutes for the materialist 



explanation of history, developed through the concepts of class and 
mode of production, have thrown up a varied crop of alternatives 
such as concepts of status, kinship, peasant society, purity/impurity, 
religion, caturvarga ideals, etc. The exploration of each one of these 
in the context of ancient Indian society has introduced a good 
measure of fresh air and also posed a few questions which need 
historical explanation. But none of these formulations appear to be 
effective substitutes. They may explain the growth of the outer 
dimensions of social institutions, but they do not provide convincing 
explanations for changes in the inner or basic social structure. What- 
ever may be its weaknesses, for no explanation is foolproof, the 
Marxist theory, with its refinements in recent years, continues to be 
the most satisfying and effective tool for analysing and explaining 
historical events. 

The mode of production occupies the pivotal position in the 
materialist explanation of history. In explaining its operation a 
distinction is rightly made between structure and superstructure ; 
social units, religion, ideology, art and literature, polity, etc., are 
placed in the realm of superstructure. This distinction is sometimes 
questioned by those who include the ideological outfit in the mode 
of production. Emphasis on the hegemony of ideology may be 
considered as one of the ramifications of the * elitist 5 theory, for it 
implies an emphasis on the role of intellectuals, who in most class 
societies have been an integral part of the establishment. It is likely 
that some Marxists want the intellectuals to play a very full and 
effective role in close cooperation with the working masses, but 
that purpose is not necessarily served by making ideology part and 
parcel of the mode of production. In the case of India if we accept 
this position we will have to accept the primacy of religion in 
shaping the course of history. But whatever little work has been 
done in this direction from the materialist point of view shows that 
religion subserved the interests of the ruling class because of the 
existing mode of production. The first essential therefore is to 
understand the nature of the mode of production and then of the 
resultant ideology. Those who investigate on these lines are dubbed 
mechanical materialists, but it is better to be called mechanical in 
the age of the machine than to give undue weight to the role of 
intellectuals. It is true that if the same material conditions persist 
for centuries, the religious paraphernalia assumes the character of 
a materialistic force and continues to maintain its grip over the 
minds of the people even when the conditions which have given rise 
to it and sustained it have disappeared. But just as a roodess tree 
cannot retain its green leaves for ever, so also the religious facade 




basis of such ideas is assailed and 


shattered the system will continue. While a study of interaction 
between the structure and superstructure cannot be ignored, a 
mix ing-up of the two may hamper an analysis of the real nature of 
the inner structure of society and consequently may obscure our 
understanding of past societies. Such a mixing-up will particularly 
befuddle the minds of those who have to deal with present societies 


During the last twenty years or so the idea of the heartland and 
hinterland or of the core and periphery, advanced in the context 
of settlement geography, is being used by some scholars who want 
to u tiliz e archaeological and other types of evidence for the study of 
ancient cultural patterns. There is no doubt that the idea originated 
in the context of a highly industrialized society with enormous 
transport facilities, and it emphasizes the dominance of the metro- 
politan cities in relation to smaller cities lying on the periphery. 
Only in such a society can we think of continuous commercial 
linkages on a substantial scale. It is difficult to imagine continued 
commerical traffic in the Vedic period or in the age of the Buddha 
which we will examine in this study. However the idea of diffusion 
of the elements of material culture associated with the PGW or NBP 
from their epicentre to the peripheral zones through trade, conquest 
or missionary activities can be explored. There is also the possibility 
of feedback from less developed areas to more developed areas. 

In the case of ancient India the concept of nuclear zones was first 
put forward forcefully by Subba Rao in his Personality of India. 
But it is not merely the geographical set-up or availability of 
resources which confers nuclear importance on any zone. Much 
depends on the technological knowledge available to people at 
various stages of the development of human society. It is obvious 
that in spite of the middle Gangetic basin being one of the most 
fertile areas and in spite of its lying adjacent to rich mineral 
resources including iron in south Bihar, it could only come into 
the historical limelight with the increased use and better know- 
ledge of iron technology and of rice transplantation in the 
middle of the first millennium b.c. It is therefore more meaning- 
ful to analyse the various elements that go into the making of 
the production system of a zone and help it to emerge as a 
unit. It helps further if we discover the processes of the spatial 
expansion of such units of production under the leadership of 
the dominant sections of society. The janapadaniveSa or sunyanivela 
of Kaufilya presents a practical picture of these processes. When 



developed units, they not only impart their advanced skill and 
knowledge, provided there is a congenial climate for receptivity, but 
also adopt from their neighbours new elements, refine them and 
assimilate them into their production system. It is a two-way traffic 
in which the advanced production zone may be a dominant giver, 
but its dominant classes consist of people who enjoy taxes and 
tributes made available through the spatial expansion of the pro- 
duction zone. 


satellites of larger towns. Possibly the upper classes of these towns 
were involved in transactions with one another in se mi -precious 
beads, de luxe pottery, costly cloth and spices, some other luxury 
goods and prestige objects. Most townsmen however would have 
nothing to do with these objects. It may therefore be more fruitful 
to look for the rural base of towns whose inhabitants were mostly 
non-agriculturists . Here the archaeological method might pay. If 
the same types of pottery (NBP and associated ware) are found in a 
town site in excavation and in the neighbouring area in excavation/ 
exploration it may be possible to establish some kind of links 
between towns and the adjacent countryside. Unfortunately such 
an effort has not been made so far. In any case some insights from 
settlement geography may prove useful in the ancient Indian con- 
text, but the fact that some of them are far more relevant to highly 
industrialized communities should not be lost sight of. 

Happily the prospects of applying the psycho-analytical approach 
to early Indian history do not seem to be bright because we do not 
possess authentic accounts of the childhood of great individuals. I 
have however a lurking suspicion that this will not deter enthusiasts , 
who might try their hands at interpreting the numerous legends we 
have. In any case what is needed is not only an awareness of the 
various models that are being peddled in the field but also their 
careful examination, otherwise we would just become middlemen 
and paraphrasers. I would prefer to be damned as old-fashioned 
than go in for the latest without assessing its analytical validity 
and social relevance. New terms are needed to express new ideas, 
but phrase-mongering should not be confused with advance in 
historical knowledge. 

In this study we do not have any new approach to commend to 
the reader. We have based our methodology on an application of 
what is commonly known as historical materialism. Stated in the 
simplest terms it means £ no production, no history’. A study of an- 
cient Indian history on this basis involves a study of (?) the labour 
process and the labouring masses; (??) of the raw materials or the 
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natural resources on which they worked, and (iii) of the artifacts 
with which they worked. It further means an inquiry into (a) the 
use, utilization and allocation of raw materials and other resources; 
(b) appropriation and distribution of surplus labour and surplus pro- 
duct ; and (c) finally the nature of the relations that were established 
between different, categories of primary producers themselves, and 
ag ain between the primary producers on the one hand, and users, 
organizers, managers, and distributors of production on the other. 
Since clear and adequate information about the allocation and 
possession of resources cannot be gathered from the earliest written 
texts in India, it is far more important to consider the factors which 
govern the lack of availability of surplus and also its distribution. 
Although Gordon Childe’s study of social evolution based on the 
application of the theory of surplus has been criticized, the critics 
do realise the need for an empirical study of increases in production 
and institutional arrangements for the identification and use of 
surplus. 6 Even the Polanyi school recognizes ‘the relative importance 
of methods of production and efficiency in exploiting the environ- 
ment and of procedures of allocation, in the study of economic 
anthropology/ 7 

Not much has been done to examine the potentialities of 
historical materialism in regard to the medieval and modern 
periods of Indian history, not to speak of early Indian history. 
What was the role of family and especially of women in the process 
of production ? The problem of division of labour between the 
labouring masses and the leisured classes calls for investigation. 
Among the labouring masses we will have to consider the process 
of specialization. We need a thorough and detailed analytical 
history of the working population, free or servile, of vai 3 y as /peasants , 
of ^udras/slaves, hired labourers, sharecroppers, serfs, of artisans 
touchable and untouchable, etc. We ought to know about their 
size, the calamities and diseases they suffered, and how they lived 
and died. Further we need to know how the primary producer 
managed to survive and multiply. 

A study of the raw material and natural resources on which the 
people laboured would involve an areawise history of climatic 
conditions such, as soil, rainfall, vegetation; of the change of river 
courses as in the case of the Indus, Gangetic and other systems 
which provide fiscal and administrative boundaries . as well as 
cultural and linguistic limits ; of the occurrence of floods, droughts 
and, femmes; and above all the history of mines and metals. A 
Sanskrit, maxim asks us not to bother about the origins of great 
men. We may therefore ignore, the great men of ancient India for 
ihe time being and look for the origin of the things which made 
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them great. We need to examine the sources and availability of tin, 
copper and, more important, of iron. The progressive use of metal 
artifacts played a crucial role in man’s perpetual struggle against 
nature, and in man’s struggle against man. It is significant that a 
major part of India did not have a proper bronze age, although 
certain parts passed through the copper phase. In many parts of 
the country the intermediate stages between the neolithic stage and 
the iron age were skipped over. 

The study of the history of artifacts and artifices, tools and 
weapons, has been vitiated by two extreme points of view. The 
Aryanists and chauvinists think that everything that is great and 
good in the history of world civilization including some of the 
latest inventions originated in ancient India. On the other hand the 
diffusionists think that the technique of making bronze, fire-baked 
bricks, painted grey ware, steel, metallic money, even stone 
implements, the art of writing and urban life came to India from 
outside. If eastern and southern India are looked upon as the 
borrowers of elements of material culture from South-East Asia, 
and northern and western India as the borrowers from Western 
Asia, then India as a cultural unit stands dissolved. It will have 
to be written off so far as indigenous developments are concerned. 
It reflects a colonial attitude projected back into our past history. 
Similarities do not always mean imitations. Even borrowing pre- 
supposes a congenial climate for acceptance and adoption, and the 
presence of optimum environmental conditions always opens up 
possibilities of the indigenous origin of tools, implements and 
technological knowledge. 

We need more and more work on the history of mining and 
metallurgy, and particularly the history of iron technology. It is 
now widely recognized that there would have been no large-scale 
habitations in thick-vegetation areas such as the middle Gangetic 
or lower Gangetic basin without the use of iron for crafts, clearance, 
and cultivation. This makes us question the long-lived PurS^ic lists 
of dynasties in Kosala, Videha and VaiSall before 600 b.c., notwith- 
standing the existence of a few chalcolithic settlements on the river 
banks or the confluence of rivers. An examination of place names 
found in early Pali texts might throw light on the processes of 
clearance and cultivation. In the fourth century b.c, the classical 
accounts mention Indian steel, but chemical examination carried 
out so far does not attest its appearance before the second century 
b.c. The history of tools and agricultural implements, especially the 
iron ploughshare which provided an assured means of livelihood and 
led to the establishment of sedentary life, social formation and state 
formation merits attention. In addition to this we ought to know 



more about the system of water supply such as various types of wells, 
tanks, canals, waterlifts, arahattas (Persian water-wheels), etc. In 
ancient times animals, the constant companions of the labouring 
masses, provided not only dairy products and non-vegetarian food 
but also supplied the primary source of energy, and in this sense 
served as an important means of production. The history of cattle 
economy and animal husbandry becomes important although the 
history of the buffalo, camel, horse and elephant cannot be ignored. 
A history of agricultural technology would also involve the study 
of the cultivation of such cereals as barley, wheat, rice, lentils, 
jo war, etc., of the various types of agriculture, of the size and 
location of fields, of the rotation of crops, and of seasons and 
rainfall. 

In any study of the mode of production in early India, investi- 
gation into the use, occupation and ownership of land, pasture 
grounds, trees, forests, water reservoirs, mines, etc., constitutes the 
key to the understanding of all social developments. Since the 
British took over diwani rights in Bengal, Bihar and Orissa, there 
has been an on-going debate, mainly from the legalistic point of 
view, on the nature of land rights in pre-British India. Not much 
consideration has been given to different schools or traditions 
derived from various communities at various times in various 
regions of the country. Changes in land rights are linked up with 
changes in the law of inheritance. The Dharma^astra laws regard- 
ing primogeniture, special share of the eldest son, equal share of 
all the legitimate sons, varying shares of adopted sons, shares of 
the sons born of niyoga and from wives of different castes, and 
enlargement of the scope of strldhana (a woman’s special movable 
property) indicate the nature of family and property relationships 
in a landed society. In Gupta and post-Gupta times the Smfti laws, 
mostly meant for higher var^as, recommend sati and child marriage 
for daughters, and condemn niyoga (levirate) and widow remarriage, 
which are reserved for lower orders. The dominant ideology not 
only increasingly places woman and ^udra in the same category but 
also brackets woman with property. Is there any linkage between 
these family laws on the one hand and the growth of private rights 
in land on the other in early medieval times? What could be 
the social implications of the Smj'ti laws of partition of landed 
property which appear in the fifth-sixth centuries a.d. ? A study of 
interaction between property distribution known from the land 
grants and inheritance laws known from the Dharma s' astras should 
prove fruitful to the institutional historian. 

Although we notice clear signs of change in the land system in 
Gupta and post-Gupta times, the technological base of the feudal 



phase has still to be explored. Without doubt agriculture expanded 
in peripheral areas, as indicated by the land grants, and the 
Bfhatsarfihitd, Agni Purana, Uktivyaktiprakarana, Vrksa- Ayurveda and 
above all, by the Kf si-Pard^ara, all of which contain advanced 
knowledge of crops, weather, rainfall, fertilizers, implements, etc. 
There is also clear evidence about the use of the Persian water-wheel 
(arahatta) in northern India during the early medieval period. 
Alongside all this the supply of iron artifacts had become so common 
that it was possible to put it to non-functional, non-utilitarian uses 
such as the Mehrauli pillar of the fourth century a.d. and the 
Dhara pillar of the twelfth century. Without increase in production 
it would not have been possible to support a large number of landed 
magnates and their retinue who appear in this period all over the 
country. 

While the study of the history of technology is important for the 
study of the lack or availability of the social surplus, no less import- 
ant is the study of the problem of appropriation and distribution of 
the surplus product in kind or cash and surplus labour through the 
mechanism of kinship, religion, war, plunder, gifts ( ddna ) , ritualistic 
ranks, taxes, tributes, trade, grants, rewards, salaries, etc. In the 
context of time and place each one of these can be a good subject 
for detailed investigation. Was the social surplus distributed in the 
earliest phase through the mechanism of war, kinship and communal 
sacrifice ? It is held that the producers contributed their mite to a 
central pool which distributed the collected stuff among all the 
members of the production unit. This is called ‘redistribution’, and 
credited with removing inequalities but it also led to unequal 
allocation and social disparities. How did the voluntary gift 
system of the tribal phase take on the form of tax, tribute, trade, 
usury and bribery in the class-divided society? How did the 
brahmanas come to monopolize the gifts unilaterally? Was the 
social surplus appropriated in the second stage through the 
mechanism of the var$a system? Ancient India’s juridico-legal 
device for the distribution of the social surplus lay in the ritual-based 
varga just as that of Greece and Rome lay in the device of citizen- 
ship. The varying ritual status conferred on the two upper var$as 
several economic, political, social and ideological privileges which 
enabled them to claim taxes from the vaHyas and services from the 
!§udras. A certain amount of agricultural commodity production 
existed because payment to many employees was made in cash, 
at least in Maurya times. It seems that in the third phase, i.e., in 
the Gupta and more importantly in the post-Gupta phase, surplus 
in the form of rent in kind and labour was extracted from the 
peasants through land grants sanctified by religio-legal compulsions 



rather than through politico-legal compulsions, as was the case in 
Europe. The basic truth that the surplus produced by the peasant 
supports the state, landlords, traders, creditors, priests, prostitutes, 
pleaders, and people in towns is known to the peasants, as appears 
from the songs of the kisan movement of the thirties and forties of 
the present century, but it has to be grasped by historians and 
worked back with its implications in terms of time and place. 

Trade and towns played an important part in the distribution of 
the social surplus. Whatever may have been the role of religion, 
political power and other similar non-economic factors in the origin 
of towns, the towns could not have existed without the availability 
of the social surplus. Similarly whatever be its other functions, the 
town never ceased to be a market. The question is from where did 
the social surplus and commodities come to the market ? Did the 
town live on the taxes and tributes collected from the countryside ? 
Did town-country relations indicate a form of class conflict? Was 
the ancient Indian town a centre of manufacture and export rather 
than of consumption and import ? Do towns in post-Gupta times 
become primary centres of import and consumption ? The remark 
of Marx that Asian history shows an undifferentiated unity of towns 
and country and that the town was mostly a princely camp super- 
imposed upon the economic structure has to be examined. The 
earliest models of rural and urban settlements are provided by 
Kaufilya, but in order to understand the nature of the relations 
between the two and their precise role in the overall mode of 
production written texts and material remains have to be studied 
together. Only if towns are seen as indicators of socio-economic 
change or as forms of concentration and consumption of the surplus, 
leading to social differentiation, their study becomes meaningful, 

A few words can be said on the floruit and decline of towns. 
If we leave out the Harappa phase, archaeology makes it evident 
that Ku§a$a India saw the highest peak of urbanization. Exca- 
vations at Sonkh (MathurS) have revealed seven layers of Ku§ai?a 
structures, and only one or two layers of Gupta structures. The 
poverty of the Gupta layer structures in comparison with those of 
the Ku§a$a layer, however shocking to believers of the golden 
age, is an archaeological fact in northern India. The Ku§a$a phase 
appears to be so thriving in respect of coins, towns and structures 
that it has been called the golden age of Pakistan. The myth of the 
golden age is needed by all nations at one stage or another, but 
the glamour of the golden age under the Ku sajias has to be 
shared by India, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Iran and Soviet Central 
Asia. Apparently this phase saw not only the peak of urbanization, 
but also of crafts, commerce and monetary economy. 
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The decline and disappearance of towns in Gupta and post- 
Gupta times is attested by excavations, though limited, and the 
Chinese accounts, and is not unconnected with falling trade, lesser 
use of metal money, and the almost total absence of gold coins in 
the seventh to tenth centuries, which reminds us of the paucity of 
gold coins in Europe in the ninth to thirteenth centuries. In early 
times we know little about various types of payments for different 
types of goods and services, and less about different classes of payers 
and recipients. If the decay of towns in the early medieval period 
is viewed in the context of slow-moving trade, fossilizing of craft- 
guilds into castes, sagging coinage, and growing payment in kind 
and land grants, all these processes fall into a pattern. 

The problem of surplus appropriation led us into the question 
of trade and towns. A far more important issue involves the nature 
of relations that were established between the primary producers 
and those who organized production and appropriated the surplus, 
between labourers and non-labourers. In the ancient period priests, 
warriors, nobles and independent peasants used the services of hired 
labourers and slaves (both being £udras) , in craft and agricultural 
production. There were three components in production : free pea- 
santry, slavery and wage labour. Their relative importance kept on 
changing. In the age of the Buddha peasantry was more important 
but in the sector of state production under the Mauryas, slavery 
and wage labour also gained in importance. Nevertheless by and 
large the vai^yas or peasants, who were the principal taxpayers, 
provided the surplus produce, and ^udras, held in collective bond- 
age, provided the labour. Political and legal institutions and 
instruments of coercion, as outlined in the Dharmasastras, were 
sanctified by religion and were geared to this supreme need. We 
have no single term to characterize this social formation but on the 
whole the social structure from the sixth century b.c. to the fifth 
century a.d. in mid-India may be called vailya-sudra based 
society in the sense that vai£yas were peasants, and sudras were 
artisans, slaves, and hired labourers. Irrespective of the change in 
relations between the two higher var$as, the social and ritualistic 
distance between the two lower var^as remained considerable. 
The social fabric probably underwent temporal and regional 
variations and also coexisted with other formations. In some areas 
tribute-paying peasants may have formed the backbone of society, 
in other areas sharecroppers and wage-labourers, in some other 
areas slaves and wage-labourers, and yet in still other areas 
primitive tribal villages with communal traits. Written texts may 
help in pursuing this line of inquiry, but archaeology of rural 
settlements and social anthropology might fill in the large gaps. 



The ancient production relations embodied in the var$a system 
encountered a serious social crisis in the early Christian centuries, 
as is evident from Manu’s emphasis on the need to discipline vaifyas 
and £udras and the description of the Kali age in some of the 
earliest Pura^as. There is no doubt about the symptoms of the 
crisis, but its causes have to be explored. The crisis was overcome 
by modifying the var$a order in which vaiSya peasants were 
relegated to the position of servile £udras. What is more important, 
outside mid-India in the outer areas extensive land grants were 
made to religious beneficiaries, with the result that the inhabitants 
of these backward areas, who were hitherto almost complete masters 


agricultural and craft services to the beneficiaries. In mid-India, 
s'udras were probably given pieces of land formerly cultivated by 
them as slaves, hired labourers, etc., for shares and rents which they 
had to pay to the landlords. In any case during this period land 
and other agrarian resources came to be privately controlled by a 
considerable class of beneficiaries, religious and ‘secular’. On 
account of this, society was divided into two basic classes, one of 
landlords who came to have titles to lands and villages on the 
strength of state charters, and the other of peasant producers who 
were in effective possession of land which was the chief means of 
production. But, because of several fiscal and administrative rights, 
the beneficiaries could deprive the peasants of their means of 
production or at any rate curtail their rights to the unfettered use 
of land and pastures. Thus there developed the feudal type of 
society in which we notice the lordship of the landed magnates over 
the peasants and their indirect control over the instruments of 
production operated by the peasants. 

The impact of land grants in various regions of the country 
would be felt unevenly according to the existing substratum of ag* 
rarian rights — tribal, communal, familial, individual, royal, etc., — 
and also according to the existing extent of crafts and commerce. 
We may visualize several subtypes of social formations within the 
broad feudal framework such as servile peasantry verging on serfdom 
in northern Orissa and eastern Madhya Pradesh, insecure tenantry 
supplying forced labour in Maharashtra, Gujarat, Malwa and 
Rajasthan, feudalized urban pockets in the coastal areas of western 
India, intensely subinfeuded landed hierarchy in Rajasthan, tax- 
paying religious beneficiaries in south India, etc. A study of land 
grants in depth might reveal shades of variations in the social 
formation. 

I have indicated some of the problems that arise out of the theory 
of ‘no production, no history’. We may suggest a few methods that 



have to be used to study those problems. While I am rather wary 
about the models offered by sociology and social anthropology, I 
would unreservedly commend many techniques of research used 
by them. In particular I would like to stress the role of statistics in 
the interpretation of data. Generalizations acquire solidity and win 
acceptance only when they are backed by facts and figures. But 
some historians look upon facts in the same manner as a brahma# a 


to the sole charge of research assistants. Facts and figures lend 
credibility not only to written evidence but also to archaeological 
evidence. For determining the comparative prevalence of a ceramic 
it may be necessary to count the potsherds belonging to a particular 
fabric, colour and typology trench-wise, site-wise and period-wise. 
Possibly in northern India c. 1000-500 b.c. was mainly a period of 
the use of iron weapons and not of iron tools, which became equally 
important about £.500 b.c. But for this purpose the iron artifacts 
of the two phases will have to be counted, classified, and compared. 
Similarly coins, whose main functions are economic, have to be 
subjected to statistical analysis in order to determine their number 
and volume in circulation ; the same technique has to be applied to 
the seals. 

The relation between the material remains and the literary 
remains of ancient times deserve our special attention. We started 
with text-aided archaeology, which has now led to the search for 
the epic sites. But now we have reached a stage in which we need 
to practise archaeology-aided texts. Though some beginnings have 
been made in correlating archaeological data with documentary 
data, several complexities are involved in the method. Since very 
few ancient texts were composed by a single author at a single 
time and place, the first task is to differentiate the various strata 
of a text and establish its stratigraphic sequence. We can locate the 
narrative, descriptive and didactic portions of the Mahabharata, 
but we have yet to identify satisfactorily the Jaya, the kernel of the 
text consisting of 8800 verses in the first phase, the Bhdrata raised to 
24,000 verses in the second phase, and the Mahabharata elaborated 
to 100,000 verses in the final phase. For this internal criteria regard- 
ing style and contents and external comparisons will have to be 
evolved. It may be necessary to find the frequency rate of certain 
terms through the computer, as has been done in the Arthasdstra of 
Kaufilya. Text vocabulary may be compared with inscriptional 
vocabulary. Curiously enough some fiscal and administrative terms 
used by Kaufilya are found in inscriptions from Orissa of the 
eighth to tenth centuries. Once literary stratigraphy has been 
established, it can be put to better use in conjunction and compari- 
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with archaeological stratigraphy. In many cases literary 
evidence may have to be modified and sometimes even discarded 
in favour of archaeological data. 

Whatever be the other functions of language, it has primarily 
been a medium for expressing social and economic needs, transac- 
tions, and relationships in day-to-day life. Therefore, the subject of 
the diffusion of elements of material culture, and interaction 
between various peoples, in and outside India, can be pursued 
through comparative linguistics. Location of loan words for cereals, 
fruits, animals, metals, tools, weapons, places, gods, kin relation- 
ships, social differentiation, etc., adopted by one language from 
another throws light on the nature of cultural contacts. Thus 
Austric words for rice, coin {pan a), silk-cotton and processing of 
cotton are found in Indo-Aryan languages in eastern India. 
Similarly the Indo-Aryan terms for months, seasons, wheat, wood, 
brick, brass, ironrod, axe, axle, scissors, oil-press, sugarcane-press , 
tank-diggers, cowherd caste, forced labour (vi§fi ) 9 etc., are found 
in several Dra vidian dialects and languages of central and south 
India. It is our job to find out when, where and how this exchange 
of terms takes place and what it signifies. For this we need a 
comprehensive comparative-dictionary of Indian languages. There 
are still some enclaves in which old archaic dialects survive. Several 
Vedic, classical and inscriptional terms can be explained with 
reference to their cognates still surviving in the areas in which 
these were used. On the other hand the changing meaning of the 
terms over centuries cannot be ignored, so that the meaning assign- 
ed to a Vedic word in a commentary of the fourteenth century 
cannot be always taken at face value. For communicating the same 
ideas within the same broad linguistic and cultural group different 
terms and styles are used by members of opposing social classes 
such as priests, nobles, traders, artisans and peasants. It would be 
therefore worthwhile to look not only into class and trade voca- 
bulary but also into the idiom used by different classes in their mutual 
relations. Finally our attention may be directed to the residues and 
survivals of ancient customs and rituals many of which have under- 
gone variations. For the elucidation of ancient texts and the re- 
construction of the past they may sometimes be as important as 
the material remnants. These along with unrecorded oral folk 
traditions, which reflect the peasant mind and ideology, can be a 
good source for the social historian. Some artisan groups in the 
Tanjavur area retain not only oral traditions about their migrations 
from Saurashtra but also use the same words for their tools as are 
common in Kathiawar. 

I have stated my views on the theories and models that have to 



21 


Problems of Social Formations 

be discarded, discouraged, and modified, the alternatives that may 
be tried, the problems that have to be tackled, and the methods 
that may be employed. In all this my chief concern has been the 
study of social formations in early India in the context of the mode 
of production. I know that I have touched only the fringe of com- 
plex problems which do not easily lend themselves to the simplifi- 
cation I have attempted. But I could not resist the temptation of 
stating some of my thoughts on them, in the hope that they receive 
some consideration. In the chapters that follow we will try to 
apply some of these ideas and methods to the study of Vedic and 
post-Vedic material life and social formations. 
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The present study is confined to Books II- VII of the $g Veda , 
which are considered to be its oldest portions constituting a homo- 
geneous piece of work . 1 They were composed by the families of 
priests who offered prayers to the gods either on their own behalf 
or on behalf of the tribal chiefs who rewarded their priests hand- 
somely. Books I and VIII-X have been consulted for purposes of 
comparison, but the present essay is not based on them . 2 Terms for 
possessions found in the fig Veda and having parallels in other 
Indo-European languages may throw light on the nature of property 
in the earliest Vedic society. Their number however is limited, and 
hence negative evidence becomes more important. It may be 
argued that terms for certain economic activities existed in those 
pieces of Vedic literature which are not available, and that such 
terms should not be looked for in "religious’ literature. But the 
vocabulary of the Veda is rich, and the main concern of the 
prayers is the material prosperity of the Aryans. Therefore the 
absence of words for some economic phenomena in the g Veda 
may be considered significant, especially when they are not found 
in other old allied languages. On the other hand we have also to 
take account of such terms as are found in Sanskrit and all other 
Indo-European languages and assign them to the earliest period 
of Vedic society, although all of them may not appear in the $g 
Veda. 

The locale of the early portions of the Veda may be assigned 
to the land of the seven rivers, mostly covering the Panjab, but 
their dating is difficult. Archaeology does not offer us any clue. 
About a dozen theories discuss the sites and antiquities attri- 
butable to the Aryans. But the fact that the Indo-Europeans had no 
common word of connotation for potter, and built houses of timber 
or mud makes it difficult to identify their remains in a tropical zone. 
Certainly they used horses and war chariots fitted with copper or 
bronze. Their vehicles have not been found. Chariots of the second 
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millennium b.c. have been discovered elsewhere. Five bronze age 
graves in the Urals contained lightly-built wooden vehicles of cart 
or chariot type. Two wheels each with ten spokes were found; 
felloes were also discovered. Stuart Piggot assigns these chariot 
burials to a date around 1500 b.c . 3 But we are not sure whether 
they had anything to do with the Indo-Europeans. The use of 
horsedrawn chariots is attested in Western Asia around 1800 b.c., 
but we have nothing in the subcontinent except the remains of the 
horse in some Gandhara graves belonging to that date. 4 Therefore 
the inscriptional evidence containing the names of some Vedic 
gods from Western Asia of c. 1500 b.c. is the chief means of dating 
the Veda. 

However, we may refer to the results of excavations at four 
sites at Bhagwanpura (Kurukshetra district), Dadheri (Ludhiana 
district) , and Katpalan and Nagar (Jullundur district) ; those of 
excavations at Manda (Jammu) can also be used for this purpose. 
All these excavations have been carried out by J. P. Joshi, 5 and 
except Manda where Grey Ware has been found along with late 
Harappan’ ware, at all the other four places Painted Grey Ware, 
which seems to be a technological continuation of Grey Ware, has 
been found along with late Harappan’ ware. While Manda is 
situated on the Ghenab, Nagar and Katpalan are not far away 
from the Sutlej. Dadheri lies in the cis-Sutlej zone and Bhagwanpura 
is located on the Sarasvatl. Hence the geographical horizon of 
the sites in question falls in the Jig Vedic area although a good 
part of it overlaps with the later Vedic zone. The dates 
assigned to the Bhagwanpura finds range from 1500 b.c. to 1000 
b.c ., 6 which more or less corresponds to the date attributed to the 
jig Veda. An early date for the beginning of Bhagwanpura and 
other settlements is also suggested by the coexistence of the ‘late 
Harappan’ pottery which is considered to be no later than 1300 
b.c. or so. 

The most significant thing about these cultures is the absence 
of iron. 7 Although the term ayas is used in the $g Veda now it is 
widely accepted that this is done in the sense of copper/bronze ; 8 
these objects have been found at these sites but not in any signi- 
ficant quantity. Both in respect of types and number they compare 
very poorly with the bronze finds of around 1400 b.c. in Iran. 
Again so far no cereals have been discovered at such sites, although 
the existence of various shapes of pottery and also that of sone 
pestles and querns 9 would suggest that grains were being used for 
eating purposes and agriculture was practised by the pre-iron 
Grey Ware / Painted Grey Ware people who coexisted with the 
‘late Harappans’. 



94 Material Culture and Social Formations 

Although the R g Vedic economy was predominantly pastoral, 

in the sequence of social evolution nomadism and pastoralism did 

not precede agriculture. In fact agriculture appeared in the world 

scale around 8000 b.c. Even in the case of the north-western part 

of the Indian subcontinent we have evidence of farming and settled 

life around 6000 b.c. at Mehargarh near the Bolan pass on the 

Bolan river. 10 Pastoral and nomadic life became widely prevalent 

onlv after 6000 b.c. when catde and the horse were domesticated. 
* 

The absence of grains at the sites may be accidental, for the finds 
do not suggest any strong evidence of pastoralism. However a good 
quantity of animal bones has been discovered at Bhagwanpura and 
Dadheri. These include charred bones of cattle, sheep and goats, 11 
which were evidently eaten. Cattle, sheep and goats were domesti- 
cated for purposes both of milk and meat. 13 At the present stage it is 
difficult to use the results of these excavations for supplementing or 
explaining the material culture of the early Vedic people. 

Although the root ar, from which the term dry a (later noble in 
the Indian context in spite of the fact that cultivation was not per- 
mitted to the two higher orders) is derived, means to cultivate, the 
Family Books show the Rg Vedic people to be predominantly 
pastoral. As opposed to wild animals ( mrga ), they domesticated 
pasu} z mainly cattle which were evidently valued for non-vegetarian 
food and dairy products, although the term also indicated horses 
and sometimes even human beings. The term for cow (gau) in 
different declensions occurs 176 times in the Family Books. Cattle 
were considered to be synonymous with wealth (rayi), 1 ^ and a 
wealthy person was called gomat. 15 Terms for battle such as gavi$ti , 16 
gosu , 17 gavyat , gavyu, 18 and gavesana were derived from cattle, which 
was the measure of distance (, gavyuti ) 19 and also of wealth and 
wergeld. Gopa or gopati was the epithet given to the king. 20 In the 
life of the family the importance of cow is indicated by the use of 
the term duhitr , one who milks, for daughter. Gods were divided 
into four categories, heavenly ( divya ), earthly Q bdrthiva), cowborn 
(. gojdta ), and watery ( apya ), 21 which again attests the importance 
of cows. So intimate was the acquaintance of the Vedic people 
with the kine that when they came across buffalo in India they 
called it gauri gavala 22 or cow-haired just as the Babylonians when 
they first saw the horse, called it the ass of the mountains. 

In sharp contrast to linguistic evidence for cattle rearing by the 
earliest Aryans that for agricultural activities is less strong. There 
are twenty-one references to agricultural activities in the Veda % 
but only a few occur in its kernel. The term kr s (to cultivate) occurs 
rarely in the Family Books. Thq word kf§ti is mentioned 33 times 
in them, but it is used in the sense of people, and five peoples 



(pancakr s tyah ) are mentioned twice . 23 This reminds us of the panca- 
jandh and pancacarsaniyah . In ancient Indo-European languages 
there is no term corresponding to krsti in the sense of cultivator. 
In Russian we have a term krestjanin , earlier Christian, then ‘man 
(in general) 5 , whence ‘peasant 5 is derived . 24 Curiously enough 
Sayana understands krstlh in the sense of prajah or people, though 
hostile . 25 Hence the common notion that krsti may indicate culti- 
vation in the Indo-European context has to be discarded. Similarly 
the use of the term carsani in the Rg Veda and the modern derivation 
chdsd (cultivator) in Bengali and chds (ploughing) in Maithili do not 
seem to indicate the original meaning of the Vedic term. It is 
suggested that the term is derived from krs, ‘to plough 5 or ‘to till 5 . 26 
But it is correctly thought that the term is derived from car, ‘to 
move 5 , 27 and therefore the five carsahayali 28 were five moving 
peoples who could be compared to the pancajandh , 29 It is correctly 
suggested that in the $g Veda the term meant ‘men 5 in general or 
‘people 5 conceived as active beings . 30 Apparently when the nomadic 
peoples called carsani settled down as cultivators, they continued to 
retain their old name, which in the second stage came to denote 
cultivators, and commentators therefore suggested that the term 


transformation took place in the meaning of the term ddsa, which 
originally carried an ethnic signification but later became a synonym 
for slave as a result of the subjugation of the Dasa tribes. Pasto- 
ralism in a semi-arid zone is inevitably accompanied by some 
amount of nomadism, although the broad area in which pastures 
are sought may be more or less fixed. Indications of mobility can 
be inferred from many terms used in the Rg Veda , and carsani is 
one of these terms. 

The well-known term hala does not appear, but two other terms 
for plough, langala and sira, 31 occur in the earliest books; the 
varatrd or a leather strap of the plough is also mentioned . 33 We 
hear of phdla zz or ploughshare and furrows (sitd z4i and sunu) in 
Book IV, where a hymn is devoted to agricultural operations. 
However it has been argued by Hopkins that Book IV is the latest 
Family Book, and is as late as Book VIII. In a later portion of the 
eg Veda Pu 5 an is described as marking furrows. However the basic 
question relates to the material of which the ploughshare was made. 
Marks of furrows belonging to pre-Harappan times have been dis- 
covered in Kalibangan, and the pre-Aryan practice may have been 
adopted by the Vedic people. Probably wooden ploughshares were 
used in cultivating lands which were cleared of thin forests and 
rendered fertile on account of floods in the seven rivers of the Panjab 
and a score of their tributaries. It is evident that only a few people 



could be supported by this means. Clearance and cultivation were 
made possible through the use of hoe (kkanitra) , 35 sickle (datra™ and 
srni B7 ) and axe. Clearance, building, and making of tools being an 
important activity, the terms paraiu , 38 kuliia , s9 vrkna , 40 svadhitfi 1 
and tejas 12 are used for axe, and vddl^ indicates some kind of hand- 
axe. 

Cultivated fields are called k§etra, u and fertile ones urvard , 45 
although this term might indicate alluvial lands as well. People 
produced yavap G literally barley, which was a generic term for 
various kinds of cereals. Wheat, one of the earliest products known 
to people of neolithic times and the main product of the Panjab in 
later times, is not mentioned. In any case except barley agricultural 
products are not specified. It is significant that no common terms 
or cognates for cereals and cultivated plants are to be found in 
Indo-European languages, which indicates that cultivation made 
progress only when the Aryans settled in different countries. If we 
examine the various Indo-European terms for agriculture and 
vegetation listed in Chapter 8 of the Dictionary of Buck, 47 it would 
appear that most Sanskrit terms for plough, furrow, cultivation, 
dig, spade, sickle, cereals, etc., do not have their cognates in Indo- 
European languages, although a few are found in the Avestan. 
Although the term ar in the sense of plough is found in Indo- 
European languages, yet it has no linguistic parallel in Sanskrit. 
Linguistically this term cannot be reduced to hala (plough). All 
this would suggest that the Indo-Aryans took to agriculture in 
India, and to express this activity they adopted some local words. 

The terms for cattle and pasture are common to many Indo- 
European languages. 48 Special mention may be made of the term 
pasti found in Church Slavic, and its cognates in Serbo-Croatian, 
Bohemian, Polish and Russian. 49 In Rumanian we come across 
pasted The term pasti or paste corresponds to pastyd } which is used 
both in the earlier 61 and later 52 portions of the $g Veda. Altogether 
the term pasty a in its various forms occurs 18 times in the $g Veda ; 
of these 7 occurrences are found in earlier portions. 53 Derivations 
from the term include pdstya , pastya-sad, pastya-vat, pasty d-vatl and 
pasty d-vdn. Although pasti means stall or stable in the Indo-European 
context, pastya is interpreted as house, habitation, those living in a 
house, and rivers by Vedic scholars. 54 However the term pastydvant 
is mentioned in the context of Su§oma, Ssarya^avant and Arjika, 55 
which seem to be large pasture grounds. This can be said on the 
basis of Pischel, who takes pastya in the sense of territory between 
the rivers ( madhye patsydndm) , 56 and includes Kuruk§hetra in this 
category. 67 In two passages of the $g Veda , pastydvant is interpreted 
to mean a rich householder. 68 But Indo-European parallels suggest 
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that in the Rg Veda the term pastya was first used in the sense of 
either pasture or stall. The survivals of this meaning cont in ue in 
some Indo-Aryan languages. For example in Khowar, which is a 
dialect of the Dardic language, pesti means ‘store-room for chaff, 
barn'. 59 Later when the Vedic people settled, this term came to 
mean house and the pasty avant came to mean a householder. We 
can therefore notice two stages in the evolution of the material life 
of the Rg Vedic people on the basis of the changing meaning of the 
term pastya. In other words pastoral life is followed by sedentary 
life. A similar inference can be drawn from the changing meaning 
of the term vrjana. In its different declensions it is mentioned 57 
times in the Rg Veda. 60 Most references occur in later portions, 
though a large number occur in earlier portions as well. This term 
is interpreted variously as enclosure, collection of cattle (, gostha ), 
residence, collection of residences, assemblage of people living in 
them, army or battle, and also as grama 61 We also hear of vrdjapati , 
who was the head of a tribal unit. 62 

The pastoral life of the Rg Vedic people is also indicated by the 
use of the term vrdja, although in later times vrdja came to be used 
more commonly for pasture grounds. In its different forms this 
term occurs 45 times in the Rg Veda, 63 and many of these forms are 
found in the earlier portions of this text. Vraj means cow-pen, and 
vrdja is obviously an extension from it. 

Cultivation promoted settled life, and even cattle rearing pre- 
supposes some sedentary living. All this created an appropriate 
climate for developing the institution of property. According to 
linguists there are no clear terms for individual property in Indo- 
European languages. The sense of possession however is indicated 
by the word sva ‘one’s own’ in several languages; it means personal 
belongings and is applied equally to ‘mine’, ‘yours’ and ‘his ’. 64 
In the Family Books the idea of property, possession and wealth is 
conveyed by several terms, some of which signify prosperity, 
welfare and general well-being. The hymns are concerned with 
the material and not the spiritual well-being of the people. The 
terms used for the purpose are rayi , 6 5 vasu , 66 ray a , 67 bhaga , 68 radhas 69 
riktha, 70 rekna 71 pusti, 72 pana 73 dhana 71 apnas 75 magha 76 and 
purukpu. 77 Adjectives are formed from several of these words to 
indicate rich people, who are also called gomat , 7& dravinah 79 
and revan 80 

How did property originate? Curiously enough pana, which 
later came to mean coin, and dhana 81 which later came to mean 
wealth, appear in the earliest portion of the Rg Veda as prizes, 
wagers, or stakes won as a result of either war or competition. 
Obviously the acquisition of property involves serious effort 



including war. Loptta 82 or loot (spoils of war) finds corresponding 
words in all important Indo-Aryan languages. This seems to have 
been the earliest source of property for the Rg Vedic people. 

What did property consist of? In the earliest Vedic age movable 
property was almost identical with cows and was far more import- 
ant than immovable property. In Latin the term pecu stands for 
cattle as well as movable wealth. The identical term padu in the 
Rg Veda did not clearly have that signification, but this can be 
inferred. The term padu comprised not only domestic animals, 
horses and cattle , 83 but also men . 84 In Vedic language the meaning 
is by and large livestock. The term ksu is found in the adjective 
puruksu ‘abounding in possessions’ but not specifically in livestock, 
which was applied to Agni, Indra and Soma. It is suggested that 
this is related to padu, which initially had an economic sense . 85 
Further, the term rayi became a synonym for cattle wealth. But 
when prayers are offered for acquiring rayi, the latter also includes 
horses, sons, sheep, chariots, plants and possibly foodgrains . 86 
Gold (hiranya 81 and suvarna) 88 and copper {ay as ) 89 are mentioned in 
the Rg Veda, but they do not fall under rayi . However hiran yayd" 
or desire for gold is expressed in the Rg Veda. We come across some 
kind of personal effects such as weapons ; for instance a bow buried 
with a dead person. Personal effects also included pots, vessels, 
clothing, etc. 

Immovable property included land and house. To take up the 
second first, houses were made of timber, unbaked bricks and 
wattle and daub. Possibly the Rg Vedic Aryans lived in fortified 
villages, the identity of which has proved illusive. But the terms 
sadma 91 and dama 92 used for house indicate that it was treated as 
property. Both wife and husband came to be regarded as the master 
of the house or dama, and hence they came to be called dampati. 
That the Indo-Europeans lived in houses is evident from the corres- 
ponding words for dama in their languages . 93 However no desire is 
expressed in the Rg Veda for obtaining houses, which shows that 
sedentary life was not still very strong. In contrast to it in the post- 
Vedic period we have a large body of literature called the Gfhya- 
sutras, dealing with domestic rites, which presuppose permanent 
houses. Similarly priests rarely pray for obtaining lands from the 
gods in the early Vedic period, although the conquests of fields 
( k§etra r) and fertile lands are mentioned. 

How was property, movable and immovable, owned? Tribal 
wars were fought mostly for cattle, and one of the chief activities 
of Indra was to retrieve and recover the cattle of his patron from 
adversaries. The recovered or conquered cattle belonged to the 
tribal units called gana 9i and Paris ad 95 How they were enjoyed by 



been one of the causes. But it seems to have been a very large 
family. In several Aryan dialects only father and mother, brother 
and sister, and son and daughter have independent terms for them. 
On the other hand a common term — Sanskrit naptr , Latin nepos, 
and Greek anepois — is used for nephew, grandson and cousin. 
This scanty nomenclature of blood relationship shows that mono- 
gamy was not well established , 96 Possibly in the Indo-European 
stage a man married the daughter of his father’s sister or the 
daughter of his maternal uncle; a man never married the daughter 
of his father’s brother or his mother’s sister; probably the ‘families’ 
of both the bride and bridegroom lived under the same roof and 
comprised the great family as described by Homer. It is likely that 
such a family existed in the Bg Vedic age. Since there is no separate 
term for father of father and for father of mother in the Rg Veda 
and since the term naptr is used for grandson from father’s side and 
mother’s side and nephew alike, no distinction existed between the 
two types of grandfathers and the two types of grandchildren and 
they probably all lived together. 

Since agriculture was far less important than cattle rearing the 
objective conditions for the rise of private property in land were 
not quite favourable. Although certain terms such as umara-jit* 1 
urvara-sdf* k^tra-sdt," etc., indicate that arable fields formed the 
bone of contention in war, such references are few. On the other 
hand we have an overwhelming number of references to the fight 
for cattle. The authors of the Vedic Index think that k§etra means 
separate field , 100 but it simply means cultivable lands which might 
include alluvial lands or small patches of cultivable lands made 
available by floods in the Panjab rivers. Such lands may not have 
necessarily belonged to individuals. The reference to the field of 
Apala’s father occurs in Book VIII , 101 and cannot be generalized 
in regard to the early R.g Vedic age. It would be too much to 
ascribe ‘individual ownership in land’ on this basis to the Bg Vedic 
people. In the absence of the use of the iron ploughshare and an 
assured water supply, cultivation may have shifted from river bank 



to river bank. Since the amount of rainfall in the Panjab is not 
more than 20 inches, the fight for water appears to be as important 
as that for cows. This implies that occupation of a piece of land did 
not last long. We hear of the gift of cattle, slaves, chariots, horses, 
etc., but not of the gift of land. Nor is the king represented as the 
protector of arable fields ( k§etra ) (as is the case in the Dlgha Mikdya ) 102 
or even of the land in general. Evidently one of the strongest reasons 
for the office of the king is the protection of property, but in the 
llg Vedic age the king protects cattle (gopa, gopati ); he does not 
protect land. Clan ownership of land therefore may have obtained 
at this stage. Referring to a German tribe called Swevi, Gaeser 
stated that they had no divided or private tillage whatsoever. 
Tacitus informs us that some German tribes changed (or reduced) 
the cultivated land every year, and enough common land was left 
in the process. Possibly the Rg Vedic tribes followed a similar prac- 
tice to that adopted by the German tribes. Both cattle and land 
may have been owned by the great family described above. The 
later Vedic age gives clear evidence of the continuity of the practice 
according to which land could not be given away without the con- 
sent of the clan or vi$+ Even when patriarchal families came to own 
land in later times, for purposes of transfer through sale and other 
means members of kin were given preference over strangers in the 
law-books. 

It seems that the Rg Vedic families cultivated their lands them- 
selves. Indo-European languages have no common word for 
wages. 103 The pig Veda knows of domestic slaves, mostly women, 
but not of slaves or wage earners or hired labourers ( karmakaras ) , 
who appear as a factor in agricultural production in the age of the 
Buddha. Domestic slaves may have been the first ‘wage earners’, 
who were paid for their labour by being adopted in the family and 
fed and maintained. The idea of prize and reward appeared first, 
and that of wage next. 104 The term midha found in Sanskrit, Greek 
and Iranian and some Indo-European languages, 105 means prize 
in competition and recompense for some work. 106 Prize seems to 
be a relic of distribution by lot. In any case the category of hired 
workers had not come into being in the earliest Vedic period, 
and private property could not be accumulated through hiring 
people for wages. 

Cognates for the processes of leasing and hiring, 107 lending and 
borrowing, 108 sale and purchase 109 do not exist in Indo-European 
languages. This also seems to be true of the early portions of the 
Pg Veda. The term rna 110 occurs in the early portions, and indicates 
the mutual obligation to pay one another. No term for interest is 
found. Since we have no coins belonging to Vedic times, the 
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practice of charging interest might not have started. We come 
across krinati, the word for ‘buying’ in Indo-Iranian languages, 111 
but none for ‘purchasing 5 , although the term vikrita is found in the 
$g Veda. 112 In the Indo-Iranian phase sale and purchase may have 
existed on a limited scale in the form of barter. In the earlier phase 
there is no term for price, 113 which precludes the practice of sale 
and purchase. The comparison of Indo-European languages 
furnishes no common designation for commerce as a specific activ- 
ity, as distinguished from buying and selling. 114 This is also true of 
the Pg Veda. Sometimes the term pani is understood as merchant 
or a niggardly person, but really it means one who possesses pana 
or wealth, whatever may be its nature. Pa^is are represented as 
non-sacrificers who fall in the same category as the Dasyus ; they 
are depicted as hiding their wealth, mostly in the form of cows, in 
mountain fastnesses or fortified places. 115 Their strong condemna- 
tion in many references 116 shows that they do not belong to Vedic 
or Aryan society. It is evident that commercial affairs as such are 
not positively defined in the $g Veda, and there is no specific con- 
notation for it. Commerce therefore was ‘an occupation which did 
not correspond to any of the hallowed, traditional activities’; 117 
the term vdnijya or commerce came to be used in later times. There- 
fore the practical absence of commerce in the early Vedic age could 
not generate conditions for the accumulation of private property 
and growth of social inequalities. 

It is difficult to form a clear idea of the process of accumulation 
and distribution in the age of the 1 fig Veda. The whole social fabric 
was possibly based on some kind of gift economy, respected by 
custom in the beginning and sanctioned by force at a later stage. 
The term for giving is very frequent in the Ijtg Veda, and most 
mantras refer to it in some form or the other. The section called 
dana-stuti eulogizes the gifts made by princes to priests. Gods are 
offered devotion, oblations, soma drink and sacrificial shares, and 
in return they are asked by priests to provide cattle, sons, horses, 
chariots, etc., presumably to their princely patrons or tribal chiefs. 
The whole process presupposes a system of exchange of gifts which 
is typical of tribal people, 118 and obviously reflects some kind of 
circulation based on gifts. It seems that the income of a tribal chief 
came in the form of gifts and was spent similarly. It has been esti- 
mated that in a pre-field agriculture society a government could not 
rule over more than 500,000 people. 119 This was possibly the 
maximum population a Rg Vedic government had to deal with 
its needs were naturally simple. They were met put of the spoils, 
an early form of property, captured from enemy tribes, and out of 
tributes exacted from both hostile tribes and tribal compatriots. 
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The term hali occurs several times in the sense of offering or tri- 
bute . 120 In all likelihood in the initial stage the tribal kinsmen gave 
trust and voluntary presents to the tribal chief, who in return led 
them from victory to victory and allotted them a share in the spoils 
of war. This voluntary respect and payment may have become 
customary and later compulsory in the case of the tribal people. 
As regards defeated hostile tribes, it is certain that they were made 
to pay ball or tributes. 

Possibly offerings were made to the chiefs in cattle, dairy pro- 
ducts and foodgrains. How were these consumed? Periodical 
sacrifices held by the tribal princes provided an important occasion 
for the distribution of these ‘gifts 5 . The lion's share went to priests 
in lieu of the prayers they offered to gods on behalf of their patrons. 
In Book VIII the invoked god is asked to provide wealth only for 
priests, princes and sacrifices . 121 This suggests that such a system 
of distribution benefited the higher segments of society. Ordinary 
members of the tribe may have received a share, for the terms 
arjida 122 and bkaga 12z are repeatedly used to convey the practice of 
apportioning, but we cannot indicate its nature. Distribution seems 
to have been an important function of the vidatha , 124 and members 
of this folk assembly received their shares. Whatever may have been 
the mode of sharing cattle, animal flesh, dairy products, foodgrains, 
etc., it is clear that certain people, especially princes, chiefs and 
priests, were getting richer, and others were getting poorer; even 
the labour of domestic slaves, particularly that of women, was 
exploited by richer people. If we rely on a passage from Book X 
the disparity seems to have increased towards the end of the Rg 
Vedic period, and making of gifts by the rich to the poor was 
suggested as the only solution, a remedy later recommended by 
Gautama Buddha. The rich were asked to satisfy the poor implorer 
on the ground that he who does not give finds none to comfort him 
and that wealth keeps on ever moving like the wheels of a car from 
one to the other . 126 
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It is not possible to think of one type of social formation represented 
by the Rg Veda. Only Books II- VII , which are called Family Books, 
are considered to be the earliest portions of this oldest specimen of 
Indo-European literature, although as shown earlier, Book IV is 
the latest Family Book. The Family Books do not contain purely 
Vedic traditions. Even in these Books Vedic and non-Vedic tradi- 
tions are mixed up. This can, for example, be said of Book III, 
which is supposed to have been composed by Vi^vamitra, who 
acted as priest to a tribe which advanced to fight on the Vipa£ and 
f>utudri rivers from the east. 1 The very name Vi^vamitra, means 
friend of the tribes, evidently Vedic, who was accommodated into 
Vedic kinship society through the institution of friendship. Post- 
Rg Vedic traditions of about 600 b.c. found in the Aitareya Brdhmana 
state that his fifty condemned sons who were evidently non-Vedic 
or non-Aryan produced several tribes. 2 Books I and X, which 
account for a large part of the Rg Veda , are admittedly late, both 
from the point of view of style and the nature of the material culture 
they reveal. Most references to field agriculture are confined to 
these man d alas. It might be useful to attempt a separate study of the 
two chapters, but in any case the evidence furnished by them, unless 
repetitive and corroborative, should be used for the late phase of the 
early Vedic period, shading off into the post-Rg Vedic period from 
around 1000 b.c. 

The fact that the $g Veda presents the story of perpetual tribal 
conflicts is well known. But the overtones of racial conflict between 
the Aryans and the aborigines given to these conflicts by the authors 
of the Vedic Index and many other Indian and foreign scholars is 
unwarranted. In spite of diligent digging for the last thirty years 
it has not been possible to adduce proof of mass-scale confront- 
ation between the Rg Vedic people and the original inhabitants of 
north-western India. In fact the spread of Indo- Aryan languages on 
both sides of the Hindukush is fatal to the theory which imagines 



the Aryans imposing themselves as a small landholding minority or 
aristocracy over the overwhelming majority of the aborigines who 
were dispossessed of their lands. 

If we examine carefully the passages relating to tribal conflicts 
we find further grounds to hold that they are not ancient counter- 
parts of the long conflict between white settlers and the original 
inhabitants in Asia, Africa, America and Australia. Various Rg 
Vedic tribes, generally led by Indra, are represented as fighting the 
Dasas or Dasyus, although occasionally they also encountered the 
Pa$is. There are far more references to the slaughter of the Dasyus 
than that of the Dasas. The term dasyu-hatyd occurs frequently , 3 
which leaves no doubt that the Dasyus were the most bitter enemies 
of the Rg Vedic people and they fought the longest. The Dasyus, 
who led a different mode of life in Rg Vedic times, are considered 
to be identical with the aborigines of India. One of the grounds for 
this view is that in later traditions the term Dasyu came to be 
identified with robbers and predatory backward tribals living in the 
forests. But this cannot be a valid argument for ascribing to them 
the same ethnic character in the age of the $g Veda, especially in 
view of the Iranian evidence. Dasyu corresponds to dahyu in the 
Iranian language, and means land . 4 It is therefore a convincing 
conclusion that all references to perpetual conflicts between the 
Rg Vedic tribes and the Dasyus refer to those between the two main 
branches of the Indo-Iranian people . 5 It has been reasonably 
postulated that the Indo-Aryans came to India in successive waves, 
and evidently the Dahyus were one of the earliest waves to cross the 
Hindukush. Their pattern of living may have changed in this 
country on account of their contact with the people of the non- 
Aryan cultures, which accounts for the condemnation of their way 
of life by the Rg Vedic ‘Aryans’. Similarly they may have resisted 
the new immigrants who apparently came in large numbers. A 
similar hypothesis can explain the conflict between the ddsa vid and 
the drya vid, which was not so bitter and frequent . 6 The Dasas 
correspond to the Dahaes, a tribal people in Iran, and literally the 
term das means man . 7 Possibly in their migration to India the 
Dasas had just preceded the mighty and massive wave of the Rg 
Vedic people and were not so completely acculturated, inasmuch as 
they maintained some links with the original horde. Consequently 
they do not appear as prominent targets of Rg Vedic attacks as the 
Dasyus do. 

It is needless to cite examples of many inter-tribal and intra- 
tribal conflicts in Rg Vedic society. The case of the Battle of Ten 
Kings or dadarajna fought on the Ravi, mentioned in Book VII, is 
well known. In it each of the allies and their adversaries appear as a 



mixed group consisting of Vedic and non-Vedic peoples. 8 In 
addition to this we hear of several other wars between Vedic tribes 
led by their princes whose morale was boosted by the prayers of 



hunting was the logical extension of animal hunting. The legacy 
continued even in post-Vedic times because in the DharmaSSstras 
war is recognized as one of the legitimate modes of livelihood, 
and justifies the existence of the k§atriya varija. The Rg Vedic 


This is clear from several words such as gavisti , gavesana, go§u , gavyat 
and gavyu — which mean war. 9 Other animals such as horses, goats 
and sheep were also prized, particularly horses which may have 
been mainly in the possession of princes, tribal chiefs and elders. 
The spoils may also have consisted of the personal effects of the 


not form the bone of contention. Women, who are rightly called 
the producers of producers in a tribal context, were of course an 
important object for which wars were fought. At present there is 
dearth of women in relation to men in the north-western part of 
the subcontinent. We have no reasons to think that this biological 
phenomenon did not operate in the second half of the second 
millennium B.c. also. But when we posit the coming of the Indo- 
Aryans in successive waves, it is reasonable to think that women 
died in the course of long and difficult treks, and wives were needed 
badly for replenishing the stock. It is for this reason that we always 
hear of women slaves, captured from the subjugated D5sa people; 
men slaves are rare in the $g Veda. The legacy of women being 
an important issue in later wars continued in a changed form when 
some kings fought wars for the hands of beautiful princesses. 

War was therefore the main source which supplied, to the tribal 
chief or prince, cattle, other animals and women in the shape of 
spoils. We find a member of the gana y a large fighting tribal unit, 
announcing in the meeting of the gana that he had surrendered 
everything and concealed nothing in proof of which he showed all 
the ten fingers of his hands. 10 But excepting the spoils of war and 
occasional tributes in the form of animals, and perhaps metal, 
collected from defeated tribes, there was hardly anything else 
available to the tribal chief which he could distribute. The llg Vedic 
people were primarily not food-producing but pastoral, as is reveal- 
ed by the kernel of the text. The all-pervasive influence of cattel 
can be inferred not only from some terms used for war but also from 
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those used for tribal chief (janasya gopd ) , measure of time ( sarjigavan , 
godhuli ) and distance ( gavyuti , gocarman ), kinship units (gotra) and 
compensation for manslaughter sataddya. The Vedic people were so 
obsessed with the cow that when they came across the buffalo in 
India, they called it gauri 11 and gavala , 12 extensions of the term go. 
In the cattle rearing society, out of their love, for the warlike and 
other qualities of the raja his kinsmen, members of his jana or vis, 
occasionally gave him a portion of their cattle or of dairy products 
as ball or voluntary offering. But in an essentially tribal, pastoral 
society there was little scope for collecting any tax from the tribes- 
men or outsiders. 

Taxes on a regular basis appear clearly only in a full-fledged 
agricultural society, but agriculture was not important in the social 
formation represented by the Family Books of the Rg Veda. There 
are twenty-one references to agriculture and ploughing operations 
in the $g Veda but only a few occur in Book IV, 13 which itself is 


references, which comprise the greater bulk, occur in Books I and 
X. The chief cereal produced by the Rg Vedic people was yava 
or barley, which ripens in sixty days, and could serve as food for men 
and fodder for cattle and horses. The two staple crops of the country, 
wheat and rice, were not known to them. Naturally there is hardly 
any mention of the gift of foodgrains in the $g Veda , and its payment 
in the form of tax to the prince was out of question. Hence only 
spoils of victory such as cattle and women supplemented by 
occasional tributes in cattle, other animals and dairy products 
provided by the subjugated tribes, and similar gifts and presents 


out during the last twenty-five years a significant fact has been 
noticed . 16 In tribal production units, varying in form and size 
according to the labour processes such as hunting, cattle rearing, 
cultivating, etc., whatever is collected or produced by the tribesmen 
is submitted to the tribal chief or elder who is the head of the unit. 
This is called transfer of eatables from the periphery to the centre. 
In such a unit the tribal chief distributes the produce equally among 
his tribesmen. This is called redistribution . 16 On ceremonial 
occasions well-provided chiefs practise feeding, entertaining and 
offering gifts to their tribesmen on a large scale; these gifts are 
intended for acquiring prestige and influence by means of osten- 
tatious distribution. This is called potlatch . 17 We may examine 
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The Jig Veda does not refer to conspicuous display of communal 
consumption organized on ceremonial occasions by the tribal 
prince. However, the hymn called ddnastuti or praise of gifts, which 
is considered to be of late origin, 18 speaks of enormous and patently 
exaggerated numbers of cattle, female slaves and horses given to 
the priests who are never tired of singing the praises of their patrons. 
In later Vedic texts representatives of all sections of the community 
including Vedic and non- Vedic men and women, are associated 
with several public sacrifices, especially the coronation ceremony, 
organized by the king, whose authority was still on the way to 
becoming territorial from tribal. Apparently these people were fed 
on the occasion. But if we look for later survivals of this practice, 
we have the case of the advamedha performed by Da^aratha in the 
RdmdyanaM To this sacrifice all brahma^as, k§atriyas, vaiSyas, 
sudras and others were invited and fed to their heart’s content for 
several days; provisions for feasts had been collected well in advance. 
Apparently even when the tribal society of Vedic times had been 
divided into the var#a-divided society in post-Vedic times, the 
practice of potlatch continued. It continues even now as a costly 
ritual in a distorted form in the twelve- village or eighty-four-village 
feasts 20 organized by some rich people who invite their clansmen 
to impress them and others with their great capacity to spend. 

Evidence regarding redistribution in the Veda is a little difficult 
to come by. Elsewhere I have discussed the distributive functions 
of two institutions, the gana and the vidatha . 21 A passage from the 
Atharva Veda, which exhorts the people to exert together like the 
spokes of a wheel in deference to the wishes of their elders, speaks 
of their receiving equal shares in connection with the functions of 
the gana, which was undoubtedly a tribal association . 22 We have no 
reason to think that the situation was different in the age of the 
Rg Veda ; in fact such a practice among tribal communities may 
have been all the more prevalent. The fact that a member of the 
gana surrendered all that he had looted in war to the tribal com- 
mander is significant. Unless he was given back a portion of the 
spoils brought by him and presumably by other members, he would 
be left with no means to support him. 

Whatever may have been the precise kinship based character of 
the vidatha — it was either a wider tribal assembly or a limited 
extended family 23 — its redistributive functions are more than clear 
from two references found in the Family Books. At one place people 
are asked to gather in the vidatha , in which whatever is brought in 
by Savitar is distributed . 24 At another place Agni, who is identified 
with king Vanu&a, is asked to distribute whatever is available in the 
vidatha , 26 Evidently both Agni and Savitar are the divine counter-: 



parts of human tribal chiefs who practised redistribution at some 
point of time in the age of the Rg Veda. Spoils of war, or gifts and 
occasional tributes were redistributed. They apparently consisted 
of cattle, sheep, goats, horses, weapons and women slaves. They 
may have been supplemented by game obtained by hunting and 
some products of cultivation given as ball. 

Several terms used frequently in the $g Veda reflect the wide- 
spread practice of distribution. Of course the use of ddna for this 
purpose is well known. 26 But certain other terms derived from the 
roots bhaj, van and san attest the practice of distribution more clearly. 
In its different forms, which do not include bhakta (distributed), 
the term bhaj (to distribute) occurs 34 times in the $g Veda. 27 The 
term bhdga (share) in its different formations including bhdjayuh 
(sharing with others) and bhagadheya (share) occurs 58 times in the 
Jjtg Veda. 28 The term van, which is interpreted by Sayana to mean 
distribution, 29 is also taken to mean to win and to procure things 
for oneself or for others. 30 It is interesting to note that two derivations 
from this root, namely vanistha and vanxyas 31 mean munificent, 
liberal givers. In a late passage vanatam 32 can be understood in the 
sense of distributing, and in an early passage vanate 33 appears in the 
sense of being meant for distribution. It is significant that in its 
various forms the term van occurs more than 70 times in the Rg Veda. 3 * 
It seems that the various forms of this term were generally used 
in the sense of distribution of booty, for some indication of this 
practice is found in the survival of the word bonu in the sense of 
plunder in the Khowar dialect of the Dardic language. 35 

Similarly verbs derived from the root san are understood in the 
sense of division and distribution by Sayana. 38 In the context of the 
Rg Veda Monier-Williams takes san to mean not only to gain, obtain 
as a gift, possess and enjoy, but also to gain for another, procure, 
bestow, give and distribute. 37 The term saneru 38 means ‘distribution 5 ’ 
or sambhaktr according to Sayana. We may also take note of some 
other words derived from the root san. For instance, sanitd is used 
in the sense of distributor in an early passage of the Rg Veda. 39 
Sanugi appears in the sense of a woman distributor. 40 Sanaye appears 
in some earlier passages in the sense of a thing meant for distri- 
bution, 41 and sandni stands for objects which are to be divided. 42 
The term sanajd-sanena is used for something which is the result of 
distribution. 43 It is significant that in its various forms the term san 
appears about 74 times in the Rg Veda.** 

We also hear of the distribution of vdja , interpreted as anna or 
food by Sayana, through the agencies of Indra or Agni. 45 Vdja is also 
taken to mean wealth or strength. 46 Further indication of distri- 
bution is provided by the use of a compound vdja-sdti, occurring in 



its different forms in the Rg Veda . The term vaja-sdti apparently 
refers to the distribution of food. Sayaija explains vdja-sdtaye 47 as 
food meant for distribution . 48 In most references, several of which 
find place in the earlier portions of the Rg Veda , 49 the distribution of 
food or wealth, as the case may be, refers to that obtained in war. 
Other formations of vaja-sdti in the sense of distribution of food or 
wealth are also found in the earlier portions of the Rg Veda . This is 
the case, for example, with vaja-satim , 50 vdja-sdtam , 61 vdja-satama 52 
and vdja-sdtan . 53 

A fair number of references speak of distribution practised by 
chiefs and gods. Thus the chief of the vrjana (; vrjanasya raja) destroys 
the enemies, captures their wealth and distributes it among his 
people . 54 We also hear of share in the spoils captured in war . 55 At 
one place the maghavan ary a, who is taken by Sayan a in the sense of 
rich (dhanapati ) , Indra is asked to distribute (bhaja) cows to the 
people . 56 At another place the prayer to Indra runs thus : ‘Whatever 
cow or horse you distribute as share, give it to a soma sacrificing, 
gift-making sacrifice!', none to a Pa$i . 557 A reference is made to 
obtaining all eatables or anna from those people who do not believe 
in Aryan gods and speaks of the desire to distribute it . 58 Several 
other gods, who seem to be divine counterparts of tribal chiefs, are 
credited with the act of distribution. Tva§ta, who is described as 
glorious, lifegiver, bounteous and bestower, is called the first 
distributor . 59 It is important that this reference occurs in the kernel 
of the fig Veda. A similar sentiment is expressed in the Tenth Book, 
which describes the assembly of the Rbhus ( flbhusarjigha ) as not 
only intent on distribution but also as engaged in distributing 
because of prayers made to them . 60 It seems that this distribution 
was supposed to be effected by Agni and Tva§{a in the enclosed 
pasture or pasty a A 1 Again a hymn, which is difficult to interpret, 
has been understood in the sense of the sun’s rays distributing all 
Indra’s wealth . 62 It is further desired that people may share these 
treasures with those who are born or would be born . 63 Similarly in 
some mantras of the $g Veda the term bhoja does not mean one who 
enjoys, but a person who confers food (anna) on those who long for 
it . 64 

We have at least two references which suggest gift or distribution 
of cultivated land among the people. It is stated that Vi§$u made 
the land fit for cultivation and then gave it to the people . 65 More 
clearly in another context it is stated that Indra, the great thunder- 
wielder, with the help of his white-complexioned comrades, distri- 
buted the cultivated land, the sunlight and the waters . 66 This 
passage occurs in the First Book of the jig Veda , and hence may 
indicate a later stage of development, but all the same the practice 
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of distributing the cultivable land was a natural extension of cattle 
distribution by the tribal chief, the human counterpart of divine 
Indra. The practice obviously began when the Vedic people took 
to farming. 

In several passages the idea of reciprocal gifts between gods and 
men is emphasized. In Book I, rich ( maghavdno ) and brave worship- 
pers bring oblations to Agni and in return win food and long life. 
People, presenting to the gods their share of glory (. bhdgarp deve$u 


expressed 





bilateral distribution in the divine world may reflect a similar 
practice of mutual exchange in human society. 

The $g Veda does not clearly show whether food was distributed 
among members of the kin-based groups of different sizes on a reci- 
procal basis. But this can be inferred from an examination of survi- 
vals of terms used for food shares and the domestic rites and customs 
prevalent among speakers of the Indo- Aryan languages, especially 
in northern India even in modern times. The primitive practice 
that food procured by a clan was distributed among its members 
seems to have prevailed among the Indo-Europeans at some stage. 
It is difficult to pinpoint the time when the system of common meal 
obtained on a large scale, but a careful study of the terms used for 
meal, food and share attests its existence. One of the earliest terms 
used f@r share is aipda, which in the dialects of eastern Uttar Pradesh 


member, invited to a ceremonial clan feast, is entitled. In the 
$g Veda the term aijida is used in the sense of share distributed by 
Agni in the vidatha . 89 The derivation of this term is not very clear. 
In the opinion of Monier-Williams it is ‘probably 5 derived from the 
root <zi , 70 which means to eat and from which nouns such as ad ana, 
pradana are formed. Aijida can possibly be also connected with 
arpda, which means shoulder . 71 It seems that when animals were 
obtained as game, the shoulder was shared out and distributed. 
This hypothesis maybe doubtful, but the connection of am da, which 
came to mean share, with eating or food seems to be strong. 

Another Vedic term for share is bhaga. It is derived from the root 
bhaj , to divide. We may note that the term bhakta , literally divided, 
is used in the $g Veda in the sense of meal , 72 a sense which it retains 
in many Indo- Aryan languages . 78 When the use of the Aryan 
language spread over eastern Uttar Pradesh and Bihar the term 
came to acquire a modified connotation in the context of the food 
habits of this region. It became a synonym of boiled rice in the 
north-eastern zone. On account of this in the Pali texts bhatta means 



both meal as well as boiled rice , 74 and in modem languages what- 
ever is given for maintenance is called bhatta . 

A verbal formation from the root bhdj, to allot or to apportion, 
is used in the Rg Veda in connection with the distribution made by 
Agni in the vidatha 75 In post-Vedic times the Vinaya Pi taka and 
other Pali texts mention a regular apportioner or distributor 
( bhdjaka) of cloth, food, fruits, etc . 76 Collected by Buddhist monks 
and brought to a central pool, these were distributed among the 
members of the safttgka under the supervision of the head monk. 
This was apparently a survival of the tribal practice, which served 
as a model for the organization of the samgha 71 with the vital 
difference that the monks neither belonged to the same kin nor 
took part in actual production. The term bhdjana was used in 
ancient texts in the sense of eating as well as dividing; the first 
appears with an accent on d (bhdjana), 78 and the second without it. 
Since cereals, food, etc., had to be distributed equally in terms of 
quantity, some kind of pot had to be used for the purpose. There- 
fore the pot came to be known as bhdjana 78 Although the term 
occurs in post-Vedic texts it may be of an earlier origin. The 
earliest pots were made of earthen clay, for we hear of mattika- 
bhdjana in Pali. Eventually the term bhdjana came to be replaced by 
vdsana in the sense of pot . 80 Lexicographers also use bhdj in the 
sense of threshing-floor, which was used for the purpose of dividing 
grain . 81 The practice may have prevailed in Vedic times; appa- 
rently all Vedic terms which were used for different communal 
practices do not find a place in Vedic texts. 

It is significant that the share of food given to kinsmen and other 
invitees at the time of a wedding is called bhdji in Panjabi. It is 
derived from bhajya 82 and is used in the sense of rice-gruel in Pacini, 
iv.1.42, 83 and the person sharing (presumably meals) with others is 
called bhdjayu in the Rg Veda. M Bhdji is not only an omnibus word 
used for various types of food in Panjabi, but also stands for distri- 
bution of food gifts received from the cognates or various types of 
relations among the agnates. 

As a form of social ritual- cum-practice, and a costly one at that, 
the practice of sharing ceremonial meals with kinsmen exists even 
now. At the time of marriage and religious functions in Bihar, 
Uttar Pradesh, Haryana, Rajasthan, etc., we notice the practice of 
sending a portion of food to all kinsmen. When a goat is sacrificed 
by one family a portion of raw meat is given to each one of the 
families who are its near kinsmen. The practice is also followed in 
respect of the presents received from relatives from outside the village. 
In this particular case the aim seems to be to cement mutual rela- 
tions between two separate kinship groups by means of an exchange 



agnates. Sometimes if the gift received is not adequate, the receiver, 
who feels more concerned about the prestige of his cognates as well 
as his own, supplements the gift from his own pocket and then 
distributes it among his agnates. The distribution of food made in 
this manner is called vdyan , bdyan or baind in several Indo- Aryan 
dialects in Bihar and Uttar Pradesh. It clearly shows that at one 
stage all the other kinsmen were entitled to a share in the food 
collected, produced, prepared or received by one kinsman. 
Linguistically the term bdyan is most probably derived from hhdjana. 
Its Prakrit derivative hhdyana is traceable , 85 and from b hay am , bdyan 
can be easily derived. 


derived from the root parivis 88 The noun parivesa means serving of 
meal in the Atharva Veda 81 and a server of food is called panvest? in 
the same text . 88 The term perivesaka 88 or distributor of food appears 
in the Pali texts. In Haryana, Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh mem- 


clansmen are entided to parosd, which means distributed food. 
Clearly the term is a remnant of the old Vedic Sanskrit and Pali 
terms. 

We can appreciate the significance of the use of the terms dis- 
cussed above if we bear in mind the tribal analogy. The chief 
reason why the terms for meal/food had to be the same as those for 
share or distribution lay in the fact that whatever was obtained by 
the Vedic communides through collection, production or presen- 
tation at an early stage was distributed among its members. It 
appears that the custom of distributing meals among members of 
the clan or community was a legacy inherited from the Indo- 
European phase. This can be inferred from the use of the term 
geras in Greek . 90 It means share. In ancient Greece portions of meat 


was the choicest portion, was reserved as a geras for the chief who 
presided at the common meal . 91 It is striking that a similar term, 
grdsa , exists in Sanskrit. It means mouthful, and is derived from the 
root gras, to eat or swallow . 92 The Greek geras and the Sanskrit root 
gras possibly point to a time when the Indo-European tribes were 
in the food-gathering stage and when their members were given 
shares in the common meal. 

We have no clear idea about the role of the kinship groups in 
cattle rearing and cattle distribution. In other words we do not 
have much knowledge about relations of production. Theoretical 
discussions about the mode and relations of production in tribal 
societies may be of some help, but scholars working on this problem 



differ sharply, and we have to be careful in using their findings. 
Although the theory of the evolution of human society is accepted 
by most social anthropologists, those who subscribe to the Marxist 
approach are divided on the nature of the mode and relations of pro- 
duction in primitive societies. According to one view kinship plays a 
dominant role in social life in which it functions as an element of rela- 
tions of production, and therefore as an element of infrastructure . 93 
According to another, needs of procuring livelihood compel people 
of different ethnic stocks to come together and form procuring or 
producing units, as happens in war, hunting and various food 
gathering activities . 94 It is not our object to test the relative validity 
of either theory through field work. But others have done sufficient 
field investigation to substantially modify the view of Claude Levi 
Strauss that in primitive societies the rules of kinship and marriage 
c have an operational value equal to that of economic phenomena in 
our own society ’. 95 In our opinion at one of the earliest stages of 
human development kinship may express relations of production, 
but the mode of production, which covers not only resources such 
as cattle, pastures and land, and various primitive tools for hunting, 
fishing, fighting, cattle rearing, etc., may not be identical with the 
organization of kinship. Recent investigations have shown that the 
institution of ‘band 5 organization preceded that of the kinship or 
tribal formation . 96 A band did not always consist of the members of 
the same kin, but of unattached people who found it necessary to 
combine for achieving success in war or hunting. It is likely that in 
course of time members of the band, though belonging to different 
ethnic units, found it convenient to enter into relations of kinship, 
with the result that processes of procuring subsistence were facili- 
tated through permanent family units, and in the process new 
kinship units of a different character were formed. 

We. have some indication of the existence , of the ‘band 5 system in 
the fig Veda , although it would be wrong to think that it was as 
strong as the tribal system. The terms vra s vrdta 3 vrdja , sardha and 
grama seem to have been used in this sense in the $g Veda. These 
terms seem to be connected with two important sources of the 
livelihood of the R.g Vedic people, namely fighting, which meant 
‘booty production 5 , and cattle rearing which supplied them with 
beef and milk. Again, the two sources were intimately connected 
with one another, for wars were primarily fought for the sake 
of cattle. Thus vra, according to one view, means ‘troop 5 in the $g 
Veda and Atharva Veda . 91 It is obvious that such a host was formed 
for fighting for livelihood, and once it assumed a permanent charac- 
ter it probably came to be regarded as a kinship group, as can be 
inferred from a meaning assigned to the term z/ra . 98 Vrdta seems 



way of life, was applied in the Rg Veda to those who lived on milk- 9 ® 
In the context of the Rg Veda, vrata also means custom, conduct, 
usage or manner . 100 But what this custom was is nowhere specified; 
if it meant living on milk it would have something to do with cattle 
herding. At any rate the term vrata was derived from vrata , and its 
use in the Rg Veda has been understood in the sense of a multitude, 
flock, assemblage, troop, swarm, group, host, association and 
guild . 101 It is apparent that these ‘bands’, indicated by the term 
vrata. were formed for activities connected with fighting or cattle 
rearing. In course of time these bands may have been transformed 
into wide tribal units known as the five races of men or pancavrdtas . 102 

The case of vrdja is slightly different. It is derived from vraja, which 
primarily means in the Rg Veda the ‘feeding ground 5 to which the 
milk-giving animals go out in the morning . 103 Thus it might mean 
‘pen 5 or pasture . 104 Its secondary meaning is given as ‘herd 5 . 105 The 
term vrdja apparently is derived from vrajd, and the vrdja-pati in 
the Rg Veda is taken in the sense of a chieftain . 106 Vrdja, in our 
opinion, possibly indicated a company of herdsmen who reared 
cattle and protected kine against tribal attacks. There is nothing to 
show that the vrdja developed into a kinship group, although such a 
possibility cannot be ruled out. 

The term iardha as noun is taken to mean a troop, host, multi- 
tude ; 107 its fighting character therefore is evident. Since in the 
Rg Veda the term is used to indicate the host of the Maruts , 108 it seems 
to have acquired a kin-based connotation. It is significant that what 
began as a fighting band seems to have grown into a tribal unit. 

Finally w r e would like to examine the signification of the word 
grama. Although generally the term is used in the sense of village, 
in the first instance it seemed to have meant a body of men. Grama 
in one context of the Rg Veda is identical with jam or tribe. The 
‘folk* (jam) of the Bharatas 109 is called ‘the horde seeking eows* 
(gavyan gramah) . 110 In a later text, the Satapatha Brahmana, £aryata 
Manava is said to have roamed about with his grdma or people 111 
(clansmen) . The fact that the grdma was engaged in looking for kine 
might suggest a combination of people, which later developed some 
kind of kin-based identity. It is apparent that when these people 
took to agriculture and began to lead a sedentary life, grdma came 
to be understood in the sense of village. The later meaning was 
however not absent in the age of the Rg Veda, and the grdma was 
distinguished from aranya or forest at several places . 112 

We have cited a few examples to demonstrate that needs of 
procuring subsistence could bring together people from various 
stocks, and eventually combinations of such people, either engaged 



character, they could play an important part in economic activities, 
including the earning of subsistence and distribution of resources. 

Although some references from the $g Veda may indicate survivals 
of ‘band 5 relationships, by and large the tribal element was strong 
in early Vedic society. According to anthropologists, in tribal 
societies those who collect or produce food are almost precisely the 
people who consume it. The production unit is the consumption 
unit, free from the intervention of intermediaries. Sometimes 
such societies are called lineage-based or segmentary. Kinship 
being the main unifying bond, the tribe is considered to be the 
largest unit of such a kind. It is split up into lineages, and lineages 
into segments. That Rg Vedic society was tribal is evident from 
the frequent occurrence of various terms which stand for kin-based 
units. These are jam , vid, gana 3 grama , gfha 3 kula 3 vrdta , dardha , 
etc. 113 Taking the #g Veda as a whole jam occurs 275 times, vid 171 
times, and grama 13 times. 114 We hear of Bharata jana and Yadu 
jana and also of Tft$unam vid. Zimmer suggested that the jana was 
divided into vides, the vid into gramas , and the grama into hulas. 11S 
Probably his first statement is right, but alternative hypotheses 
regarding the other two sub-divisions may be suggested. In our 
opinion the term jana , associated with the five tribes such as the 
Ann, Yadus, TurvaSus, Dfhyus and Purus 116 may be compared to 
the tribe and may be regarded as the largest unit based on kinship. 
When such a unit settled down in a territory it came to be known as 
janapada , the largest territorial unit in post-Vedic times. In Vedic 
times those who did not belong to the jana were called janya. 111 
Although some references suggest that jana was divided into vises 118 in 
several other references the vid may correspond to the tribe. Vid also 
means settlement; ved means settler, and vedman^ house or abode. 119 
We may also take note of certain smaller units based on kinship. 
In our opinion gana 3 which is mentioned 46 times in the $g Veda 3 
may have been such a unit; 120 it may be compared to lineage. Grama 
or herd of people, 121 was certainly a unit smaller than the gana 3 and 
it is not clear whether it was kin-based. Once its members settled 
down at a place it came to be understood in the sense of village. The 
grama was divided into gfhas. Gfha was the lowest unit, and it 
indicates a large family containing members of four generations; 
sometimes it is considered to be identical with the vidatha. Kula 
does not carry the sense of family. The term kula occurs once as a 
part of kulapa in the #g Veda , which has several references to gfha. 

The size and shape of these kinship units were bound to undergo 
changes on account of war, secession, migration and above all due 



to changes in labour processes with which they were asso cia ted at 
different points of time. But the difficult exercise of illustrating this 
process has not been undertaken in this essay. Although grha was 
an established production unit in Rg Vedic times, it cannot be said 
to be a predominant unit in comparison with jam and vis. 12 - This 
was because the Rg Vedic people were a migratory people who 
moved from place to place with their herds of cattle. The cattle 
economy made them less sedentary, for they had to be constantly 
on the move in search of pastures. The migratory nature of the 
Vedic tribes is indicated by the use of the term vid in the sense 
of entering or settling in the Rg Veda. 123 The same sense or that of 
settling near or re-entering and coming back is conveyed when 
several prefixes are added to the term vid (tribe) to form verbs. These 
are d~vii, upa-vii , ni-vid, punar-vis, pra-uid, bhuyas-vid^ etc. 12 * Such 
verbs as punar-vid and bhuyas-vid may refer to the habits of cattle- 
herding tribes (vid) which migrate to fresh pastures with their cattle 
in lean seasons and come back to their original settlements when 
fodder becomes available there. In any case migratory habits made 
settled life difficult, which was rendered further uncertain because 
of the slow advance of agriculture. Products of such labour pro- 
cesses as potmaking, woodworking, smithy and leatherworking were 
certainly available. But there is nothing to show that these were 
meant either for sale or for collection in the form of taxes. In 
all probability craftsmen were integral parts of the kinbased society, 
which accounted for the high status of the rathakdra ( chariot-maker) 
in later Vedic and even post-Vedic society, 125 for he was treated as 
a full-fledged member of the Aryan community and as such enjoyed 
the right to read the Vedas and wear the sacred thread. At any rate 
hardly any surplus was available for supporting such persons as they 
neither gathered food nor produced it. 

It is held by the authors of the Vedic Index that the caste system was 
already well on its way towards general acceptance in the age of 
the &g Veda. 12& But if the vartja/caste system is understood in the 
sense of a social mechanism created in response to a mode of 
production in which the upper classes in the form of priests and 
noble-warriors act as managers of production and collectors of the 
surplus produce and the lower classes such as peasants, artisans and 
agricultural labourers, free and unfree, carry on the primary work 
of production, such a picture cannot be deduced from the relevant 
references in the $g Veda. 

Although the brahmafla is mentioned 14 times in the Rg Veda. 
not all references occur in the Family Books, 127 and not at all 
places is he regarded as a priest. 128 This is not to deny the existence 
of an embryonic group of priests in the $g Veda; Vasisfha and 



Visvamitra are the typical examples of priestly functionaries. 
Similarly some priests were handsomely provided with cattle and 
women slaves by their patrons but neither with land nor pasture 
grounds which were presumably held in common. 

° Again, the term ksatriya is mentioned 9 times in the $g Veda , 
but a majority of the occurrences are outside the Family Books. 129 
However we do come across warrior- chiefs leading their clans 
or tribes, and they are also called rajan. But they did not have any 
regular source of income in the form of taxes. In the absence of 
regular sources of taxes for maintaining an army they had to 
depend on the tribal militia, and consequently what they received 
in the form of spoils had to be distributed among the tribesmen, 
presumably in equal shares. It is most likely that the chief was given 
a special share, as was the practice in Homeric Greece and is also 
found in primitive societies, but this share depended on the consent 
and goodwill of his clansmen. It may have been given to him in 
recognition of his valour and his qualities of head and heart. 
Eventually this gave rise, in post-Vedic times, to the principle that 
the king was entitled to taxes in lieu of the protection he gave to 
the people. The practice that the best horse or the best elephant 
was given to the king was also a tribal remnant according to 
which the community gave the best to the tribal chief. 

Although we have indications of redistribution in several assem- 
blies and although even the term ddna means distribution in several 
contexts, 130 there are reasons to believe that shares tended to be un- 
equal. As a result of appropriating more than what was due to an 
ordinary clansman the tribal chiefs of various categories developed 
in prestige and importance. Since the big tribal chiefs called raja 
rewarded their companions handsomely they also became rich. 
We hear of rich people, who possessed chariots and cattle, attending 
the vidatha. Possibly they were close companions of the tribal chief, 
different from his ordinary clansmen who constituted the rank and 
file of the tribal army. The #g Veda has a large number of terms for 
property which was won as a stake in war. At least that is the 
meaning of the term dhana and pana used in that text. 131 Besides we 
encounter a few other terms such as rqyi, reknas, dravinas, etc. 182 But 
what did wealth consist of? The common use of the adjective gomat 
applied to rich people shows that it consisted mainly of cattle and 
not of land. In a predominently pastoral society this was quite a 
natural phenomenon. Large conventional numbers of catde made 
over to priests demonstrate that the donors (tribal chiefs called 
rajas) and the donees (priests) possessed them in considerable 
numbers. This may have led to the leasing of these cattle to the 
families of ordinary clansmen on a sharing basis and may have 




created relations of dependence between herdsmen and cattle- 
owners. But of this we have no direct evidence in the pg Veda. The 
grka comprised not only the habitation but also cattle and sheep . 
In any case it is clear that the grhapati did not possess resources 
which were beyond the means of his family labour. 

As we have noted earlier, the pg Veda does not have any word for 
wages or wage- earners. Nor does it have any word for beggars. The 
institution of wage-earning arises at that stage in society when a 
family acquires by force or other means, fields and pastures which 
it cannot exploit with its own labour resources. Similarly wage- 
earners and beggars appear when people are impoverished and 
dispossessed on account of class differentiation, but such a situation 
is not to be found in the age of the pg Veda. 

On the other hand if we examine the danastuti given in a late 
mandala, it would appear that the R.g Vedic society represented in 
that stratum was not egalitarian, for there is clear evidence of the 
lion’s share of spoils going to the tribal chiefs and their priests. 
It is likely that they managed to corner these shares first on account 
of their special qualities and secondly on account of their claim to 
be the representatives of the tribal communities. But all the same 
the absence of surplus in a pastoral, tribal society did not create 
conditions for class differentiation. There could be differentiation 
of rank, as can be inferred from the titles of tribal chiefs such as 
janadya gopa, vidpati , vidampati, ganasya raja, gandndm ganapati , 
grdmani and probably grhapati. Certain vipias were considered 
worthy of attending the sabhd {sabheya), but the phenomenon of the 
upper classes living on the labour of tribesmen was just beginning 
to emerge; it did not prevail to any considerable degree. The 
tribesmen represented by the did consisted of herders and fighters, 
who apparently provided resources for the support of the emerging 
sections of priests and warrior-nobles, as indicated by the later 
portions of the pg Veda. The ritualistic and ideological ratification 
came at a much later stage in the purugasukta in the tenth mandala , 
in which the £udra is mentioned for the first and last time in the 
pig Veda. Otherwise the importance of tribesmen represented by the 
jana and the vid and that of pastoral life represented by cattle looms 
large over the Family Books of the pg Veda as well as over some of 
its later portions. 
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The later Vedic texts comprising the collections of the Yajus and 
Atharvan, the Brahmaijas, and the Upani§ads were composed in 
the land of the Kurus and Pancalas. 1 This forms the major portion 
of western Uttar Pradesh, almost the whole of Haryana, and the 
neighbouring parts of the Panjab and Rajasthan. In geographical 
terms this area covers the Indo-Gangetic divide and the upper 
Gangetic plains. The divide includes the land between the Indus 
system and the Gangetic system, and covers a large portion of 
modern Panjab and Rajasthan and the whole of Haryana and the 
Delhi area. The Indo-Gangetic divide, if the northernmost portion 
of the Bari doab is included in it, is about 35,000 sq. miles. 2 In this 
area except for the submontane regions the rainfall is very scanty, 
ranging between 10 to 15 inches. 3 Naturally the vegetational cover 
is thin and clearance less difficult. Because of this many Harappan 
and PGW settlements were founded in this area. The soil of the 
plains of Panjab and Haryana is generally alkaline, 4 which helps to 
preserve organic and inorganic material including iron artifacts. 
However saline and alkaline soils are also found in the dry tracts 
of Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, but obviously such tracts 
predominate in the former two states. 

From the climatic point of view, along with the eastern portions 
of Rajasthan this whole area constitutes one unit having the same 
kinds of plants and trees. We may list a few trees which are mention- 
ed in the Vedic texts and are at present found in the region. Of such 
trees khadira 5 or khair (also called katthd) is commonly found in the 
upper Gangetic plains. The tree is used for carts, tool handles, etc., 
and more importantly for tan-stuffs. 6 Babul is perhaps more common 
than khair in the north-western lowlands, 7 but the term kikkara 8 or 
kikar used in the languages of northern India is not found in later 
Vedic texts. Along with the khair, the sissoo is also found in the drier 
and other areas. The tree is mentioned as dimiapd in the Atharva 
Veda* and its remains are found in Rajasthan in Harappan 






b.c. have neither been impressive nor subjected to a careful and 
thorough examination. Hence an integrated study of the later Vedic 
plants on the basis of archaeology and geographical provenance 
cannot be pursued far. But there is considerable evidence to show 
that the flora of the later Vedic texts is identical with that of the 
doab and the adjacent areas. 


wares have been noticed in eastern UP and even in Bihar, their 
epicentre seems to be the upper Ganga and Sutlej basins. Nearly 
700 PGW sites have been located in this region. They are in much 
larger numbers when compared with nearly 50 or so ochre coloured 
pottery sites, and there is no doubt that they indicate agrarian 
settlements on a large scale for the first time in this area. However 
there is nothing like an exclusive PGW culture because other 
wares such as black-and-red ware, black-slipped ware, red ware, 
and plain grey ware are also associated with them. Although 
very distinctive, the PGW sherds are not numerically predominant 
at any place. At Atranjikhera, where the PGW covers an area of 
about 650 sq. m, its incidence ranges between three and ten per cent 
of the total pottery complex. 24 Even where their number is 
fairly large, the PGW sherds may not exceed fifteen per cent of the 
total pottery recovered from the PGW layers. Thus the PGW 
horizon represents a composite culture, just as the culture revealed 
by the later Vedic texts represents an amalgam of Sanskritic and 
non-Sanskritic, Aryan and non-Aryan elements. 

The dating of the PGW layers containing iron objects roughly 
coincides with that of the later Vedic texts. Although some enthusiasts 
would like to push back the date of both the PGW andiron levels on 
the basis of a single carbon- 14 dating from Atranjikhera, the overall 
picture comprising the diffusion of the PGW with iron covers a 



period of less than five centuries from c. 1000 b.c. to about 500 b.c. 
The carbon-14 date 1025 b.c. obtained from Atranjikhera in 
western UP does not fit in with at least four other carbon- 14 


the beginnings of the PGW/Iron Phase. They are, for instance, 
940 b.c. from Atranjikhera, 25 800 b.c. from Jodhpura in 
Rajasthan, 26 7 25 b.c. from Noh in the same state, 27 and 720 b.c. 
again from Jodhpura. 28 These dates suggest a pattern that does 
not allow us to postulate the advent of iron in northern India 
before 1000 b.c. even if we go by the calibration of these dates. The 
date of the appearance of PGW, however, may not be necessarily 
associated with that of the advent of iron, for at least at four exca- 
vated sites PGW has been found in association with pottery in the 
‘Harappan’ tradition, and certainly without any association with 
iron. In the case of one such site, Bhagwanpura in Haryana, the 
thermolumiscent dates range from 1500 to 1000 b.c . 29 Iron has also 
been found in association with black-and-red pottery at several sites 
in northern India although the dates are not early in all cases. 30 For 
the end of the PGW phase carbon- 14 dates veer round c. 500 b.c.- 
400 b.c . 31 although some dates come as late as 275 b.c . 32 In any case, 
the PGW phase marked by the use of iron in the upper Gangetic 
plains and the Indo-Gangetic divide can be reasonably dated to 
c. 1000-500 b.c. 

Keith would like to place all the Brahmanas between 800 and 
600 b.c ., 33 but Louis Renou is possibly right in extending the period 
of the later Vedic texts including the Upanisads up to 500 b.c . 34 The 
dates of the Vedic texts were fixed by Sanskritists on the basis of 
linguistic considerations, the appearance of Vedic names in inscrip- 
tions of about the fourteenth century b.c. in Western Asia and on the 
basis of the appearance of the Indo-European speaking people in 
Western Asia and Europe. 35 The coincidence that the later Vedic 
texts seem to have been compiled in the age of the PGW can be 
rendered meaningful by a comparison of the material culture 
revealed from these two sources. 

The PGW mud-brick walls found at Hastinapur 36 remind us of 
later Vedic references to bricks in connection with the construction 
of altars; seven brick names are found in the Taittirlya Samhitd , 
nine in the Kdthaka Sarjthiia , and eleven in the Maitrdyanl Satjihitd , 37 
In the agnicayana , the stacking of the bricks for the fire altars which 
is made obligatory in the mahavrata and optional in other soma 
sacrifices, the building of the uttaravedi involves five courses of 
bricks, making 10,800 bricks in all, in prescribed patterns often in the 
form of a bird with outstretched wings. 38 But generally the PGW 
sites, except at Bhagwanpura and a few other places where the 



yield fire-baked bricks; similarly the later Vedic texts do not 
know of these. Of course a battered facing of brick on the mud 
ramparts of Kau^ambl has been discovered, but it cannot be pushed 
beyond 550 b.g . 40 In fact the discovery of a cast copper coin may 
bring its date down to around 300 b.g. Therefore the bricks mention- 
ed in the Vedic texts were not generally baked in fire. A potter's 
kiln of the PGW level has been discovered in Atranjikhera. 41 Such 
a kiln is known by dpdka (Hindi dud) in the Vedic texts, but no term 
for brick-kiln is found in Vedic sources. The old Vedic practice of 
using unbaked bricks for religious purposes continues in Maharash- 


of PGW settlements does not warrant their characterization as urban. 


urban towards the end of the PGW period. The later Vedic texts 
do not know of urban life. Kampila, 44 the capital of Pancala, may 
have been an administrative settlement. The term nagara occurs in 
an Ar any aka ! 45 and ?iagarin AQ in two Brahmajjas which are not earlier 
than 600 b.g. 

Technologically the major part of the PGW period is distinguish- 
ed by the use of iron. 47 It seems that the earlier phase of the PGW 
period did not have iron, as can be inferred from excavations at 
Bhagwanpura in Haryana and a few other sites in the Panjab. 
However many sites in the Indo-Gangetic divide and the upper 
Gangetic plains reveal PGW in association with iron artifacts. 
These mainly comprise spearheads, arrowheads, hooks, etc. 
Consistent carbon- 14 datings do not place them earlier than c. 850 


smelting and forging of iron objects have been discovered at an 
excavated site in Suneri village in Jhunjhunu district in Rajasthan. 48 
It is reported that the hearths are of the open type and provided 
with bellows. 49 All these discoveries are associated with the PGW 
culture, which is believed to be 3000 years old. 50 But the strati- 
graphical date of 1000 b.g. for iron smelting and ‘bellows’ may 
have to be modified later in the light of carbon- 14 dating. Bhastrd, 
which became a common .term for bellows in post-Vedic times, is 
interpreted as a leather container in the katapatha Brdhmana , 51 but 
its occurrence may imply an acquaintance with the bellows towards 
the end of the Vedic period. 

Several terms for iron are found in the late Vedic texts. The 
term iydma occurs in the Vdjdsaneyi Saiphitdf 2, the youngest of the 
Tajus collection, which might belong to about 800 b.g., for it is later 
than the Taittiriva Samhitd . 5S The term dvdmena is found in the 



Atharva Veda , IX.5.4. and iyama ayas in XI.3.1. 7; but these books 
are part of the priestly literature rather than of ‘popular poetry’, 
and are possibly later in time. 54 Since in its present form the Atharva 
Veda is certainly the latest of the four Saiphitas , 55 these references 
c ann ot be attributed to a period earlier than 800 b.c. The terms 
kf§myas, kdrsndyas occur in the Jaimini Ufianigad Brdhmana , 11.90, 
which is later than the Satapatha Brdhmana and Aitareya Brdhmana m 
and may be placed after 600 b.c. Curiously enough, the Egyptian 
word for iron is black copper from heaven, 57 which is almost the 
same as krsndyas . Similarly glass beads and bangles found in the 
PGW levels 58 have their counterparts in the term kdca in the Vedic 


On the basis of the iron objects that have been discovered so far 
in the Panjab, Haryana, western UP and the adjoining areas of 
Rajasthan in the levels belonging to c. 1 000-500 b.c. we cannot postu- 
late their use in handicrafts and agriculture on any considerable 
scale. In this phase only arrowheads and spearheads supplemented 
by nails 60 have been encountered; axes, hoes and sickles are rare, 
and ploughshares are almost absent. A ploughshare has been 
reported from Jakhera, but it might belong to the end of the PGW 
phase, and so far its associate finds have not been dated. The 
PGW-iron period was therefore primarily an age of iron weapons 
and not of iron tools. Since the Upper Gangetic basin does not have 
any rich iron mines, and since the evidence for the use of bellows 
seems to be doubtful, 61 the number of artifacts was limited. Even 
by the middle of the first millennium b.c. iron could not be a metal 
of common use because of two major limitations. The rich sources 
of iron in south Bihar were unknown to the people of the upper 
Gangetic and Sutlej basins. People probably used the iron ores found 
in Mandi in Himachal Pradesh, Patiala in the Panjab, and the 
Kumaon hills in Uttar Pradesh. It is held that these deposits are not 
rich enough and are located in inaccessible areas. 62 From the 
technological point of view the period c. 1000-600 b.c. was one of 
primitive iron. 63 The wasteful rich metallic ferrous slags show that 
iron metallurgy was in an elementary stage. 64 During this period 
small objects of wrought iron with slag inclusions were made. 65 It 
seems that even weapons were limited in number and probably lay 
in the sole possession of chiefs and princes. 

The PGW-iron phase deposits, which are three to four metres deep 
at several places, leave no doubt that these settlements lasted for at 
least three to four centuries. Their relative stableness and their 
richer context indicating an increase in population suggest that they 
were inhabited by agricultural communities. The late Vedic texts 



confer cows, goats, children and grain on the people . 67 It seems that 
the ploughshare made of khadira or khair, which is referred to as very 
hard and compared with bones in the $ atapatka Brdhmana, m was used 
on a considerable scale. But in late Vedic texts the plough is described 
as paviravant 69 or pavarivam, 70 which is interpreted as having a metal 
share like that of a lance ; 71 this was possibly an iron share. Similarly, 
in recitation an instrument called kudi, an article made of metal or 
wood, was used for marking , 72 In later times the term came to mean 
an iron ploughshare and is still used in that sense in the dialects of 
western UP, the Panjab and Haryana. But so far only one iron 
ploughshare has been found in the late PGW levels. In the age of 
the Rg Veda ploughshares of khadira and udumbara were used. The 
practice continued up to later Vedic times, and the ritual is still 
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north-eastern India, but in Haryana and the neighbouring regions 


significant that the later Vedic texts specifically use the term lanitra 11 
either for the reaping hook or for reaping the crops. But we have no 
exact idea of the material of which these sickles were made. In 
short, the PGW/later Vedic people practised field-agriculture, but 
iron does not seem to have played any effective role in it. 

In the age of the Rg Veda, yava or barley was produced. Barley 
ripens quickly and does not require much rain. The sole dependence 
of people on it suggests that they lived from hand to mouth because 
of a lack of knowledge of the other crops. Besides barley, rice and 
wheat 78 have been found in the PGW levels at Atranjikhera. All 
these are attested by later Vedic texts which know of barley, rice 
( vrihi ), bean-pulse ( mdsa ), and sesamum (tila) j 78 millet (syamdka) 
are also mentioned . 80 In the Vedic texts another name for paddy 
crop is sastika, which ripened in sixty days . 81 An inferior type of rice, 
it survives now as sdthi in almost the whole of northern India . 82 The 
fact that this variety is used in Hindu rituals in preference to the 
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other varieties shows that it was the earliest type of cultivated rice. 
Godhuma or wheat found in the PGW levels appears in several later 
Vedic texts, 83 but so far bean, sesamum and millet have not been 
discovered in the PGW levels. However besides wheat, barley and 
rice, lentil, black gram (urad ) , green gram (: mung ) grasspea and lin- 
seed are reported to have been found in chalcolithic levels in 
Madhya Pradesh. 84 The cultivation of rice in western UP might be 
explained by the fact that in ancient times this area had a heavier 
rainfall and much waterlogging. The continued use of rice in Vedic 


Animal remains from Atranjikhera include bones of cattle and 
other animals bearing cutmarks 86 and leave no doubt that they were 
used for food. Animal bones from Hastinapur show that young 
cattle were used as food. 87 Sacrifices prescribed in the later Vedic 


such a claim is made for KausambI in connection with the purusa ~ 
medha. In any case cattle killing suggests strong traces of pastoralism 
which was so dominant in early Vedic times. 

Although the remains of the horse have been found at Hastina- 
pur, 88 it is not clear whether this animal was used for food. So far 
the remains of the horse have not been recovered from any 
other PGW site. Horse-goods belonging to c. 900 b.c. have been 
reported from the Gandhara graves. 89 In any case the importance 
of the horse and chariot is attested by the Rg Veda and more so 
by subsequent Vedic texts which prescribe a place for the horse in 
the advamedha , rdjasuya , mahdvrata, etc. 

.To the PGW levels belong -a good number of pots. It is thought 
that they were used for eating food by members of the upper classes, 
but some of them may have been used for cooking; bf course the 
point can be established only if marks of soot are noticed on them. 
Others may have been used in rituals which formed a striking 
feature of the later Vedic religion. It is not possible to produce 
corroborative evidence from the Vedic texts regarding the colour 
and fabric of these pots, but something can be said about their 
types. The two typical PGW pots are bowls and dishes, we do not 
come across hang is, which became widely prevalent as cooking pots 
in subsequent times. It is remarkable that the later Vedic terms 
ambarisa, 90 ukha , 91 karidu , 92 st halt, 93 bhrd§fra, M which stand for frying 
pans, broadly resemble the dishes that have been discovered so far. 
These recall to our mind the pots in red ware found at the PGW 
levels. The kumbha 95 was meant for storing water and koda 96 for 



name for bowl," which was also used for measuring corn. Accord- 
ing to the Katyayana Srautasutra (II.4.27-34) a small bowl or cup 
was indicated by the word kapala , because of its resemblance to 
the skull; 100 it was used for keeping sacrificial offerings. V. S. Pathak 
notices Vedic ritualistic decorations called anji , svastika and tripura 
on the PGW. 

The terms for cooking pots in later Vedic texts suggest that frying 
was an important form of cooking, and this purpose was served by 
the dishes that have been discovered. Some inference regarding the 
use of the PGW and other dishes can be made from the size of the 
ovens that have been discovered. The Atranjikhera PGW level 
hearths are semi-oval in shape and 25 to 30 cms in height. 101 An 


level at Kaseri in the district of Meerut. 102 The hearths from 
Ahicchatra belonging to the earliest phase of the NBP period, into 
which the PGW merges itself at this place, are underground 
ovens. 103 In the case of both Kaseri and Ahicchatra we should find 
out whether the size of the PGW level pots matches with that of 
the PGW ovens. 

The rows of hearths discovered at Atranjikhera in the PGW 
levels as well as the sets belonging to post-PGW levels at Ahicchatra 
show that these were meant for communal feeding or for cooking 
the food of large families. A hearth showing one mouth and three 
openings was found in Atranjikhera besides another hearth on a 
kitchen floor belonging to the period of the overlapping of the 
Painted Grey and NBP Wares. 104 Obviously these hearths were 
meant for feeding a large family. In the case of the hearth at 
Ahicchatra 105 as many as three cooking pots can be placed at a time 
on the multiple ovens., The multiple hearths with baked brick walls 
in the Purana Qila from the ‘Maurya 5 levels 106 can take four pots 
at a time. A row of four hearths has been found at Ahar, 107 but 
these are rectangular and above the ground, and not oval and 
underground, as is the case with the Kaseri and Ahicchatra hearths 
as well as the ‘Maurya’ hearths from the Purana Qila. The term 
bhra§ tra or bhrastra in the Vedic texts 108 throws some light on the 
communal character of the later Vedic hearths. This term is 
interpreted as frying pan, 109 but it might mean a large cooking 
fire, for almost in the whole of western UP, Haryana and the 
Panjab its derivative bhatthi stands for ovens meant for cooking food 
on the occasion of communal feasts, although bhatthi or bhatthd is 
also used for brick-kiln. My enquiries show that the traditional 



the PGW hearth corresponding to the Vedic bhras trajhhrd^ra . 


ficial rituals, conducted by priests and mainly meant for tribal 
chiefs and princes, in which laying the fire invariably plays an 
important part and is also prescribed for vaidyas or peasants. 
Archaeological evidence for this practice is scarce in the PGW 
levels. ‘Fire-altars 5 in the form of shallow oval or rectangular pits 
have been reported from Amri, Lothal and Kalibangan , 110 and 
possibly they continued in some form in subsequent centuries. 
Circular firepits discovered at Atranjikhera in the PGW levels 111 
may have served sacrificial purposes. Horizontal excavations are 
likely to expose more of the firepits, which may have been borrowed 
by the PGW people from the preceding cultures. 

Finally, the stage of the material equipment of the PGW-iron 
phase, called as such because of the distinctive character of the 
Painted Grey Ware and also on account of the use of iron artifacts 
is comparable on many counts to the material culture of the later 
Vedic texts. We notice the beginnings of territorial state formation, 
advent of social stratification, and the emergence of administrative 
machinery, in the later Vedic texts ; all these presuppose a full-fledged 
agrarian society, not typical of the Ilg Vedic phase. Although a 
large portion of the geographical areas covered by the $g Veda 
overlaps the area covered by the later Vedic texts and PGW 
culture, the fact that the Rg Vedic people were mostly pastoral, 
used neither iron nor glass, and cultivated mainly barley, rules out 
the possibility of their being equated with the people of the PGW- 
iron culture. When we get more information about the earliest 
PGW levels without iron and the grey ware layers, it may explain 
the Rg Vedic material culture. Meanwhile the co-relation between 
the later Vedic texts and PGW-iron archaeology can help us study 
society and economy in the first half of the first millennium b.c. 
in the Sutlej and upper Gangetic basins. 
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The material background to social formations in the first half of 
the first millennium b.c. in the Indo-Gangetic divide and the upper 
Gangetic basin is provided by the Painted Grey Ware and the 
first iron phase of culture. Settlements commonly known as the 
PGW sites, which lasted at many places for three centuries or more, 
have been reported from Bahawalpur area in Pakistan, Panjab, 


areas correspond to the areas occupied by the Madras, Kuru- 
PaScalas, 3urasenas and Matsyas, who are mentioned in later 
Vedic texts and the Makdbhdrata. The PGW sites are called thus, 
not because Painted Grey Ware is the only or even the predominant 
pottery found at those places but because it is a new type of pottery 
which appears in northern India around 1000 b.c. Altogether more 
than 700 sites have been located so far. 

The ^rautasutras contain memories of migration and settlement 
along the banks of the two hallowed rivers, Sarasvati and Df§advatL 
The two rivers flowed in the Indo-Gangetic divide, which was not 
so difficult to clear because of less vegetation. The process of settle- 
ment can be inferred from rituals connected with moving from one 
place to the other (yat-attras) along the banks of these rivers. 1 The 
one who proceeded along the bank of the Sarasvati was called 
sarasvata and the person who followed the course of the Df§advatl 
was called d&rsadvata? Details about the travel ritual to be performed 
by the sdrasvata are given, and it is added that the ddrsadvata also 
observed the same ritual. 8 The sarasvata (incidentally we have 
sSrasvata brShmaijas) proceeded from Vinalana, lying in the great 
sandy desert in Sirhind district, where the Sarasvati disappears 4 to 
Plak$a Prairava^a, the place of the origin of the river in the Siwalik 
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called atirdtra? In this sacrifice a brahmana priest called adhvaryu 
stood near the consecrated fire ( dhavaniya ) and threw a stick up the 
river bank. 8 A household fire (gdrhapatya) was set up at the spot 
where the stick fell and from it a new consecrated fire (< dhavaniya ) 
was made. 9 People stayed on this spot until the next morning, when 
the same process was repeated. This kind of ritual went on till they 
arrived at Plaksa Prasrava$a in the north-east. In the beginning of 


cows in calf together with a bull (the herd was to multiply tenfold), 
were driven into a wood, 10 evidently used as pasture ground. The 
whole ritual ended at Prasravaija with an oblation to Agni Kama, 
and a woman who had lately borne a child was given to a worthy 
pilgrim. 11 Apparently the first rite was meant to increase the cattle 
population and the second to increase human population which 
could not subsist without cattle rearing. 

The rites prescribed in the yat-sattras demonstrate the process of 
migration and settlement undertaken by the Vedic people. In 
course of their movement they encountered the two rivers, and 
with the material equipment they possessed clearance and settle- 
ment could be effected with less difficulty on the upward course of 
the Sarasvatl and Dfsadvati than in the areas lying eastward. A 
planned and systematic exploration undertaken in the beds of 
these rivers has brought to light 285 PGW sites in Haryana, 12 in 
addition to which 59 ‘Late Harappan’ occupations have also been 
identified in north-eastern Haryana. 13 Obviously the PGW people, 
whoever they might have been, did not colonize this area for the 
first time. Explorations show that in northern Haryana 17 sites with 
PGW occupations also had ‘Late Harappan’ occupations. 14 At 
any rate it is clear that for the first time large-scale settlements 
in Haryana or in the Indo-Gangetic divide started with those 
who used PGW and associated wares such as red, coarse grey, 
black-on-red, etc. 

Several PGW sites have 3-4 metre thick deposits which suggest 
continuous habitation based on assured and continuous means 
of subsistence. These habitations clearly show that agriculture had 
become the main occupation of the people. Although the wooden 
ploughshare was the main instrument of production, the later Vedic 
people had a better knowledge of seasons, used manure, and 
practised irrigation. The importance of cereals {anna) is emphasized 
in the Chanda gy a Upanisad , which also tells us how the rains contri- 
buted to the origin of anna and the sun to its ripening. The naksatras 
were also known although their connection with agriculture^ may 
not have been established. The importance pf agriculture is support- 
ed by later Vedic texts,, which reflect the material culture of the 



people ranging over four centuries or so from about 1000 b.c. on- 
wards. They show that people produced not only barley, which is 
mentioned in the Rg Veda, but also wheat, several kinds of pulses 
and, above all, rice. They also produced ttiudga which takes 6-8 
f ^ ^ ^ ^na sa or urad which was considered 

to be the food of the poor in times of famine in the Kuru land. 
Although agricultural operations are mentioned in the later portions 
of the $g Veda, we have a fair number of agricultural rituals in the 
Atharva Veda and the Brahma^as. While the society depicted in the 
central portions of the $g Veda was predominantly pastoral, the 
society known from the later Vedic texts and the PGW/iron archaeo- 
logy was essentially agricultural. Since both the Vedic texts and 
PGW/ iron archaeology attest the cultivation of rice and several 
other cereals, these products suggest more than subsistence economy. 
Peasants produced a little more than what they needed to support 
themselves. They could maintain non-producing segments such as 
priests and princes together with their retinue in a manner which 
was not possible in the predominantly pastoral society of the Rg 
Veda. 

The period coincides with the first phase of the use of iron in 
northern India. Iron appeared in the north-western part of the 
Indian subcontinent at the beginning of the first millennium b.c. 
Its use is attested in the Swat valley and in the Gomal valley. 
Around 1000 b.c. or a little later, in the upper Gangetic basin iron 
implements are reported from the Panjab, Haryana, western UP 
and the neighbouring areas of Rajasthan. Sanghol in Ludhiana, 
where iron implements have been found, is at a distance of about 
500 miles from both the Swat valley and the Gomal valley. 15 

The discovery of iron weapons in a fairly large area from about 
1000 b.c. onwards in northern India coincides with numerous 
references to this metal in the later Vedic texts of about the same 
period. An impressionistic view of iron artifacts discovered at Noh, 
Atranjikhera 16 and other excavated sites in the upper Gangetic 
plains and its vicinity would suggest that even in the first half of the 
first millennium b.c. their number is as largeas has been found in the 
middle Gangetic plains in the second half of the same millennium. 
But this preservation is the result of the alkaline 17 and sandy nature 
of the soil in which they are buried, and of the semiarid, dry climate 
which prevails in that area. If the Mehrauli pillar attributed to Gupta 
times is transferred to the plains of Bihar or Bengal, it may not 
continue in the excellent state of preservation which it has enjoyed 
so far. But so far very few iron tools belonging to the first half of the 
first millennium have been discovered, which suggests that at this 
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stage iron did not contribute to handicrafts and agriculture. Most 
iron artifacts from the PGW levels comprise arrowheads and 
spearheads supplemented by nails. 18 At Jakhera in Eta district in 
UP a ploughshare has also been discovered, but this might belong 
to c. 500 b.c. Vedic references speak of an iron knife (asi) used for 
cutting pieces of animal flesh, 19 and possibly of an iron sheild. 20 
Although we have no references to iron arrowheads, the bow is 
the main weapon of the Vedic people. 21 References suggest that the 
lance /spear was the second Vedic weapon, and this fits in with the 
discovery of iron spearheads. 22 Therefore till the sixth century b.c. 
northern India did not enter into a full-fledged iron age. Only in 
the second phase of iron associated with the NBP levels (500-200 
b.c.) do we encounter more agricultural implements. 23 This picture 
is consistent with the history of iron technology in western Asia 


in India, the use of iron could not be extended to production because 
of its paucity and primitive technology, but it may have helped the 
organizers of production in making their authority felt over the 
producers. However in this phase iron may have been used for 
clearance, for making wheels and the body of carts and chariots, and 
in the construction of houses because nails have been recovered from 
several PGW sites. 

We can speculate on the role of iron arrowheads and spear- 
heads, found at half a dozen PGW sites , 25 in the formation of larger 
communities. Iron weapons have been discovered in the kingdoms 
of the Kurus in the upper portion of the GangS-YamunS doSb , 20 of 
the Pane alas in the Bareilly, Budaun, Farrukhabad districts and the 
adjoining districts of Rohilkhand and the central dodb 27 of the Matsyas 
in the (VirSJ: region) Bharatpur, Jaipur and Alwar areas , 28 and of 
the Madras in the Panjab . 29 But whether any of them possessed more 
iron weapons than the other cannot be ascertained. As the largest 
deposit of iron weapons discovered so far belongs to Atranjikhera 
in the Panclla area, it seems that these people enjoyed an edge 
over their contemporaries in this respect. The larger kingdom of the 
Kuru-PancSlas may have owed its formation to the use of iron 
weapons. In addition to the horse and spoked- wheel chariots, they 
evidently used iron-tipped arrows and spears, which have been 
found in the PGW layers of the excavated sites located in the areas 
over which they ruled. The Kuru-PancSda kings therefore were 
militarily superior to the Rg Vedic kings, and their capacity to 
extract occasional tributes from the Vedic and non-Vedic chiefs 
was greater. 

Settled agricultural life led to the beginnings of property in houses 



and. possibly in land, this was in addition to property in women 
slaves, animals, weapons and ornaments, which appear in the age 
ol the Veda. Twelve sacrifices [sava) prescribed for all including 
the peasants in the Atharva Veda mostly for acquiring material 
benefits, and some for obtaining heaven, reco mm ended the gift 
of cows, calves, oxen, gold, cooked rice, thatched houses and well- 
prepared and cultivated fields to the brahma^as . 30 Cows, horses, 
‘property’ (dhana) gold , 31 and sometimes wives 32 were placed as 
stakes in a game of dice. The two lists give a good idea of movable 
and immovable property. Provisions for saluting leaders of robbers 
and burglars in the Yajus texts presuppose a great deal of movable 
property, and indicate that the process of establishing the sanctity 
of property was not smooth. It is likely that the tribal practice of 
owning things in common still retained its hold over some people, 
who found it difficult to reconcile themselves to the growing 
institution of property and consequently took to robbery and 
burglary. 

Land was still not an item of private property. It could not be 
staked away, and the practice of making land gifts to priests did not 
prevail on any scale. The provision for the gift of a piece of land, 
well-prepared and well- cultivated , 33 is in sharp contrast to the 
principle of the bhumicchidranyaya , according to which virgin fields 
were to be given to the brahma^as in the early Christian centuries. 
The Atharva Vedic injunction might suggest priestly claims to a 
few crops raised on the fields. The same text stresses the protection 
of the cattle and wife belonging to the brahmaija , 34 obviously 
against any encroachment on them by the king, but significantly 
enough leaves out land; this can again be contrasted with 
emphasis on the protection of land grants made to him in the 
early Christian centuries when any stress on the protection of 
the brlihma^a’s wife and cattle is lacking. In the later Vedic 
period land could theoretically be granted by the king or the tribal 
chief only with the consent of the clan or vid. There is nothing 
to show that peasants had to pay for cultivating a piece of land; the 
idea of land tax found in Pacini and the jStakas is alien to the 
Vedic texts. In a completely non-monetary small-scale agriculturist 
society, such as the later Vedic society, land could be used and 
occupied by large peasant families consisting of four generations or 
more, but it could not be granted to a person outside the kinship 
group without invoking the overall authority of the king and the 
clan. Several texts belonging to the end of the Vedic period ban the 
grant of land and human beings as sacrificial fees . 35 The fact that 
the authority of the clan is mentioned in connection with a proposal 
to grant land to the br&hma^a 36 suggests that the priest, in spite of 



the myth of the common origin of the four varnas, was not consider- 
ed to be a member of the clan of the king. What is more important, 
actual instances of land gifts are lacking. 

The rise and growth of occupational divisions contributed to the 
beginnings of social differentiation. The later Vedic texts speak of 
four social orders or statuses based on occupation — brahmana, 
raj anya/k satiiya, vais'ya and sudra. But the four social statuses are 
occupational and ritualistic ranks. These cannot be regarded as four 
separate social classes in the sense that some of them owned land, 
cattle, pasture grounds and implements and the others were 
completely deprived of them. Land was the chief instrument of 
production, but there is nothing to show that princes and priests 
used and occupied the larger portion of the cultivable land. Similar- 
ly there is no evidence showing the distribution of pastures, and 
certainly not of waste and forest land. However there are clear indi- 
cations of the beginnings of the unequal distribution of the produce 
of the land. Supported by the brahman as, the raj any as claimed the 
grain tithe from the vaisyas, and both the upper orders exploited 
the labour of slave women for domestic work, but still there was no 
mechanism for the assessment and collection of taxes. In a way the 
first two orders constituted the ruling class, and tried to establish 
their authority over the vaisyas who formed the producing peasant 
class with the sudras as a servile domestic adjunct which was small 
in number at this stage. But this development took place some 
where in the second quarter of the first millenium r.c. when it 
was obstructed by some tribal practices. 

The mechanism of rituals was developed to establish the fiscal 
and administrative control of the tribal chief and his priestly 
ideologues over their kinsmen, who had now become mainly farmers. 
The main objective of the rituals, in which cakes were offered to the 
Maruts who symbolized the peasant order in the divine world and 
who were the gods of the vid or peasants, was to assert the authority 
of the king over the .peasants and kinsmen, if necessary, by using force 
against them. The ritual indicates that if the gods received their share 
{bhagadheyam) or the sacrificial cake, they would enable the royal 
sacrificer to establish his authority over his kinsmen [sajatah ) , and 
peasants {vi$) zl from whom he would obtain his share. References 
from the Satapatha Brahmana make it clear that although the nobles 
or warriors belonged to the same kinship group and arose out of the 
vid or the people community , 38 they lorded it over the peasantry. 
Royal power, it is stated, presses hard on the people, and the king is 
apt to strike down the people . 39 The vaisyas, who are identical with 
the peasants, are considered fit to be conquered . 40 The brahmana 
plays an important role in making the peasantry subservient to the 
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of the Vedic Index assume that peasants were assigned to the rajanyas 
for their maintenance and the latter exercised supervisory functions 
over them and acted as their feudal superiors . 46 In our view, though 
the rajanyas may have collected grain-tithes for the king from the 
peasants, it is clear that they were not in any way given any authority 
over the land cultivated by the peasants, and that land was not an 
important factor in the relations between the two. 


obeyed him and revolted were strongly condemned. It is said that 
the people should not be placed above the nobility 47 and that those 
who made the vid equal to the nobility and thus made them refract- 
ory caused confusion between those who were better and those who 
were worse . 48 Any attempt to alienate or detach the peasants from 
the warrior-princes or the warrior-princes from the peasants is 
deprecated on the ground that it creates chaos and leads to evil . 49 It 
was not easy for nobles and warriors to attain a privileged position 
in relation to the peasantry, because the number of the privileged 
classes is always small and that of the common people large. The 
Taittinya Samhita states that the vaiSyas exceeded others in 
numbers . 50 Several Vedic references suggest that the vaiSyas were 
far more numerous than the other two classes , 51 But, in spite of 
the small number, the nobles dominated because of the military 
advantages and ritualistic support that they enjoyed. 

The chief reason for establishing authority over the peasants was 
to collect periodical tithes from them. The king is repeatedly called 
the eater of the peasants , 52 which shows that he lived upon their 
labour. It is stated that the vaifyas among men and cows among 
beasts are to be enjoyed by others . 53 They were produced from the 
receptacle of food, and hence thevaiSya though being eaten by others 
is not exhausted from the prajanana. bi ‘Nobility is the feeder and the 
people are the food; when there is abundant food for the feeder. 



that realm is indeed prosperous and thrives .’ 55 This statement occurs 
repeatedly in the Satapatha Brahniana and in most other texts . 50 c The 
state authority ( rastra ) feeds on the people, the state is the eater and 
the people are the food; the state is the deer, the people are the 
barley / 57 Thus the authors of the Brahmaiias do not mince matters 
in stating the real nature of relations that was emerging between 
the peasantry including artisans and herdsmen on the one hand 
and the warrior-princes on the other, towards the end of the Vedic 
period. It is stated that the people sec apart a special foreshare 
for the ksatra or ruling power . 58 ‘The chieftain has a share ( bhdga ) 
in whatever belongs to the people / 59 

The beginnings of tax collection are found in this period. Tax is 
called bali , a term which is frequently used in this sense in the Pali 
texts. The priests prayed that the king should be able to collect 
plenty of balfi 0 indicating thereby that the state could not be 
maimained without sufficient taxes. Originally a voluntary gift, 
bali was most probably turned into an obligatory contribution in 
the later Vedic phase. In addition to it, dulka was a tax levied from 
the peasants. It is stated that in heaven the strong do not collect 
sulha from the weak . 61 This shows that this type of tax was collected 
by means of force and those who paid it were considered weak. 
However to the weak was held out the prospect of exemption from 
this tax, which of course depended on its regular payment in this 
world and also on the bestowal of numerous ritualistic gifts to the 
brahmaiias. But the brahmana is declared exempt from $ ulka 
(literally price), and the king intending to collect it from a brah- 
maija is strongly denounced . 62 

No administrative mechanism for collecting taxes is noticeable 
during the later Vedic period. The term bhdgadugha is interpreted in 
the sense of tax collector, but Pusan, the god of the vai^ya class, 
was the presiding deity of a ritual in which this functionary is 
involved and hence its literal meaning share-yielder or distributor 63 
seems to be correct. The bhdgadugha may have been a vaisya function- 
ary who represented peasant taxpayers. The kinsmen of the king 
seem to have acted as officials and thus may have formed a seg- 
mentary or kin-based polity. Regular collectors without having any 
kinship relations with the prince, as was the case in post- Vedic times, 
are not mentioned. The near kinsmen of the king are described as 
bringing bali to the king , 64 which means that they had to present to 
the king a part of the taxes collected by them from the peasants ; 
the number of such kinsmen ( sajdta ) ‘collectors’ would be evidently 
small. The rajanyas 65 or the collaterals of the ruling tribal chief 
constituted his muscle men, and as such may have collected from 
the vis or the peasant, taxes in which they had a stake. They also 



enforced royal authority; a rajanya is mentioned as a magistrate 
(adhyaksa) who carried out punishment given to a vaiSya. 66 

Force was used in collecting taxes from the vi§, and it may have 
been exercised by senior members of the clan of the ruling chief. We 
may make some guesses about the weapons used by those members. 
Iron arrowheads and spearheads were probably available only to 
the chiefs and the emerging warrior class for use against the non- 
Vedic peoples and the Vedic peasantry. The supply of iron was not 
common in the upper Gangetic basin, and probably the princes 
controlled the limited availability from the Kumaon and Mandi 
hills. The rulers also established close relations with the smiths and 


performed in the houses of smiths and carpenters suggests that they 
possessed the knowledge of metal (iron) technology, 67 whose main 
advantages went to those sections of the tribal communities which 
tended to specialize in fighting. 

We have no clear idea about the nature of the taxes collected 
from the peasants. In spite of the use of gold 68 the later Vedic society 
was a non-monetary society in which taxes had to be collected only 
in kind. In a ritual, cooked grain and a goat are offered to Yama for 
granting the donor exemption from iulka. This might suggest that 
taxes consisted of grain and animals. The royal share amounting 
to 1/12 or 1/10 of the produce, as prescribed in the law-books, 69 may 
have been the norm in later Vedic times. The fact that the council- 
lors of Yama were entitled to 1/16 suggests that the rajanya 
received as his commission 1/16 of what he had collected 70 ; the 
remainder went to the king. Whether craftsmen and merchants, 
whose number in any case was small, had to pay any tax is not 
clear. Possibly artisans rendered service to princes and the com- 
munity for food and payment in kind. 

Once collected, the tax in kind may have been divided between 
the kings and the rajanyas or their collaterals . 71 There is little 
evidence of feedback to the peasantry. The only occasions seem to 
have been provided by public sacrifices such as the advamedha , 
rajasuya, etc., to which all sections of the community seem to have 
been invited and fed. We have a description of the sumptuous feed- 
ing of members of various castes and occupations in the aiwmzdha 
held by Dasaratha in the Ramayana, which may be regarded as 
reflecting a tradition established in earlier times. The Mahdbhdrata 
gives similar descriptions of the rajasuya and advamedha sacrifices. 

By and large instead of being consumed by the community as a 
whole, the taxes and tributes collected from peasants were mainly 
shared by the raj anyas /k§atriyas and the brahma^as. The early 
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portions of the $g Veda speak of the distribution of whatever was 
procured by the people in several tribal assemblies including the 
vidatha ; this does suggest the division of the tribe into unequal 
social and economic groups. It is also likely that in early times the 
institution of mutual gifts established and sustained social relation- 
ships and served the needs of a pastoral and agricultural society, 
but by the end of the Vedic age it came to be manipulated by the 
rajanyas and brahma#as in such a manner that while the former 
claimed the monopoly of receiving secular gifts or tax from the vis 
or peasants without giving anything else except protection, the 
latter clai m ed the monopoly of ceremonial gifts from the princes, 
nobles and peasants. 

All the available evidence from the Atharva Veda and the Brahmas? as 
makes it clear that only the peasants were meant for paying taxes. 
The king is called the devourer of peasants ( viiamaita ), 7S a task in 
which the rajanyas and the priests formed his indispensable partners . 
He is not called the devourer of territory which would imply exploi- 
tation of all its inhabitants and indicate royal control over land. The 
rastra n or the kingdom may have consisted of gramas , the control 
over or the conquest of which added to the authority and resources 
of the prince. No other administrative units are mentioned. At this 
stage the territorial organization of administration was very rudi- 
mentary. At one place Indra is asked to give the king a share in 
villages, in cattle, and horses, and to deny the same to his enemy, 74 
but this gives an indication of the collections following a war. 
Any piece of land or any territory as a fiscal unit does not exist. It 
is the people [vid or peasants) who are to be taxed. The sajdta (kins- 
men of the king), who symbolize the warrior class, is called balihrt lh 
or the one who brings presents. But he himself does not produce 
ball ; on the other hand he collects it from the peasants. The vaisya, 
who symbolize the peasantry, is called both balihrt 76 and balikrtP 
Apparently the term balihrt is used differently at different places. 
The brahmatja or £udra is not to be taxed, and the rajanya /k §atriya 
seems to have been exempted. Priests supported this social and 
political arrangement by elaborating and inventing rituals and 
composing laudatory verses; in return the king and rajanya paid 
the brahmaija a part of the booty and bali. 

The £udras at this stage were a small serving class who could be 
oppressed and beaten at will by the king. 78 They were not serfs as 
suggested by Keith, 78 and the number of slaves who were mainly 
domestic and women may have added to the personal comforts of 
the nobles and priests, but it did not affect agricultural production. 
The fact that the vai£yas and the £udras began to be saddled with 
disabilities was concealed by a number of public rituals invented 




Although seventeen types of priests officiated at princely sacrifices, 
the brahmana gradually climbed to the top and towards the end 
of the Vedic period claimed half of the sacrificial fee, which had 
become richer in content. In the age of the Rg Veda , when cattle- 
rearing was supplemented by agriculture, cattle constituted the 
common object of gift. But with the advance of agricuture surplus 
grain was made available for payment as tax to the king who passed 
a good share of his wealth on to the brahmana. To the list of gifts 
comprising cattle, horses and female slaves were now added elephants, 
gold, silver and various types of grain and cloth. In a text of about 
the seventh century b.c., on the occasion of his great coronation 
ceremony ( rajasuya ) Anga is said to have given to his priest Udamaya 
Atreya 10,000 elephants, 10,000 rich maidservants wearing gold 
necklaces, millions of cows and 88,000 white horses. 80 For the same 
ceremony other monarchs are said to have given to their priests 
10,000 cows, 81 1000 pieces of gold and even land. 82 Similar stag- 
gering numbers are mentioned in the epics whenever there is an 
occasion for public sacrifice and domestic ritual. All these figures 
are exaggerated, and some of these traditions may have been 
invented by the brahmanas to ensure a steady flow of rich gifts from 
their princely patrons. In fact in the Ramayana a heretic attributes 
materialistic motives to the brahmanas for inventing the rituals. In 
any case in later Vedic times, gifts came to consist of numerous 
items which tended to strengthen the position of priests. 

Through ritual the authority of the brahmanas and rajanyas 
was strengthened over the vaisyas who accounted for the majority 
of population and sudras whose number was small in Vedic 
kingdoms. Rituals also served another purpose. They were used to 
win allies for the Vedic ruling class among the chiefs of the non- 
Vedic peoples living on the periphery of the Vedic kingdoms. 
Probably they lived in the chalcolithic stage of culture and used 
red ware and black-and-red ware. Elaborate rituals were prescribed 
for the admission of the Vratya chief of Magadha to Vedic 
society . 83 Similarly the chief of the Nisadas, called sthapaii y finds a 
place in Vedic rituals meant for higher orders . 84 Kings of the 
Ayogava tribe 85 and the £>udra tribe 86 are accommodated in the 
Vedic rituals, and several tribes living in central India and the 
Deccan are called the progeny of the sons of the sage Visvamitra. 8 ' 
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the Mahdbhdrata that matrimonial relations with a janya or with 
one outside the tribal group were cemented through the presen- 
tation of gifts, 89 a practice which is followed in many tribal com- 
munities. These rituals transcended considerations of kinship and 
helped the formation of wider communities. The fact that four out 
of about a dozen ratnins to whose houses the king went in connection 
with a coronation ritual were women shows that due concession was 
made to the matrilineal customs of the non-Vedic tribes. Further 
the institution of hospitality was introduced for establishing relations 
with people outside the kin system. The provisions for receiving a 
guest in the Atharva Veda w show that the guest belonged to a well- 
to-do family. It was an attempt to establish peaceful relations with 
tribal heads, chiefs, etc., belonging to clans or larger kin-based groups 
different from those of the host. The practice of receiving somebody 
from outside the tribe in the course of normal activities was a 
revolutionary step which helped the growth of non-tribal systems. 
In all these rituals the priests operated as a kind of bridge between 
the ruling chiefs of Vedic and those of non-Vedic communities and 
helped the formation of a ruling class in opposition to peasants and 
artisans. 

But the relations between the priests and the princes were not 
always cordial. The rituals strengthened the power of the priests, 
but they proved costly to the princes who had to make large and 
frequent gifts. Senseless slaughter of cattle, a pastoral and semi- 
nomadic legacy sanctified and elaborated by ritual, hampered 
agriculture and narrowed the resources of the princes and their 
retinue. The priests derived their income from both princes and 
peasants, but the princes and warrior-nobles had to depend only 
on the peasants. The peasants were considered ‘fit to be eaten 5 not 
only by the rajanyas but also by the brahma$as. 91 Obviously both 
claimed special shares as representadves of the wider tribal com- 
munity in the name of tribal welfare. Rituals connected with 
agricultural operations and house building, and meant for obtain- 
ing material and spiritual benefits, especially prescribed in the 
Atharva Veda s brought a steady income from the peasants to the 
priests. All this may have adversely affected the royal share. The 
cattle-owning brShma^as claimed special protection for their 
cattle and women. The priestly pretensions to the highest social 
status wounded the vanity of the princes. AJ1 these factors led to a 



conflict between the princes and the priests, but the most important 
issue was the sharing of the surplus grain and cattle made available 
by the vaiSyas. 

Echoes of conflicts are found in the later Vedic texts. We hear of 
conflict between Sudas and his priest Vasi§thas. 02 A fight took place 
between the Sfnjaya Vaitahavyas and their priests Bhrgus resulting 
in the destruction of the former. 93 The Svaparnas were thrown out 
of priesthood by their client Visvantara Sausadmana on account of 
their quarrel over the sacrificial fee, but eventually the dispute 
was settled, and 1000 cows were given to Rama Margaveya. a 
Syapar^a. 94 We also hear of a dispute between Janamejava and 
his priests Asitmrgas. 95 Traditions of a long drawn-out conflict 
between the princes and priests recorded in the epics and Puranas * 
probably refer to the later Vedic period. On the other hand indica- 
tions of tensions and instances of conflicts between families of priests 
for the patronage of princes are not lacking. 

The conflict between the two components of the ruling class 
manifested itself ideologically. The brahma^ as claimed special 
privileges in Book XV of the Atharva Veda, and in the Aitareya and 
Saiapatha Brdhmanas they made out a case for their supremacy by 
adding fanciful explanations to several coronation rituals. The 
princes attacked the validity of rituals as a whole and laid emphasis 
on acquiring the knowledge of the Absolute or Brahma which in 
their view pervaded all beings, animate or otherwise. Brahma, the 
Absolute, in a way symbolized the growing royal authority of the 
Kuru-Pancalas who had brought all the lesser tribal chiefs under 
their control. Similarly the concept of indestructible atma tended to 
give some kind of stability to the new social order which was emerg- 
ing as a result of the undermining of the tribal system. The later 
Vedic texts speak of at least four k§atriya princes 93 who had mastered 
brahmavidya and taught it to the brahma^ as. 97 Macdonell and Keith 
attribute these traditions to the brahma^as’ flattery of the princes. 98 
This does not stand to reason, for the k§atriya princes are never 
credited with the invention of rituals in which the later Vedic texts 
abound. 

As the conflict for sharing the social surplus became acute towards 
the end of the Vedic period, the latest Vedic texts, particularly the 
Saiapatha Brahmana, found it necessary to stress unity and cooperation 
between the k§atriyas and the brahma^as." Although traditions do 
not refer to vaiSya or peasant resistance, rituals hint at them. What 
is more important, the perpetual need for collecting tributes and 
sacrificial fees from the peasantry supplemented by the demand for 
the services of the sudras kept the two upper social groups together. 
If we take an overall view of relations between different social classes. 



the focus of social conflict seems to be confined to the relation 
between the k§atriyas and the vaisyas. We notice attempts at 
suppressing the tribal peasantry and making them pay regularly. 

Later Vedic social formations can be compared in some ways to 
those in the archaic societies of Greece and Iran. In contrast to 
the Rg Vedic society and the prevailing Indo-European societies 
it is marked by the dominance of the priestly class which appears 
to be as important as that of the nobles and warriors. This may 
in part be due to the priestly nature of our source material. 
Starting as one of the seventeen types of priests the brahmana over- 
shadowed them all, came to demand half of all the sacrificial fee, 
and eventually insisted on all categories of priests being brahmanas 
The rise and growth of the brahmana class is attributed to the 
mingling of the Indo-Europeans with the pre-Aryans, for which 
some literary evidence can be produced. Some archaeological 
support can also be cited on the basis of the overlapping of pottery 
in the Harappan tradition with the PGW whose users are identified 
with a wave of the Aryans. This overlap has been discovered at 
several places. Several sacrificial pits have been found both in pre- 
PGW cultures 100 and in PGW sites . 101 This shows that the older 
form of ritualism continued in the PGW-iron phase which may be 
equated with the later Vedic period. Pre-Vedic rituals were partly 
strengthened by those brought by the Vedic people. Only two out 
of the seven types of Rg Vedic priests can be traced to the Indo- 
Iranian phase ; 102 the remainder developed on Indian soil, and by 
later Vedic times on account of the increasing number and refined 
methods of sacrifice the total number of priests rose to seventeen. 

It is thought that the more primitive a society is the more rituals 
it generates, but the expensive rituals of the later Vedic society 
presuppose availability of some social surplus. However this social 
surplus does not appear so much in the form of cereals as in the 
form of cattle, horses, female slaves, niska, etc., and in every case the 
figures are highly exaggerated. The depiction of numerous gods in 
the hymns clearly betrays the inability of the Rg Vedic people to 
comprehend the operation of natural forces against which they 
were fighting; this inability did not take them beyond the simplest 
rituals. Evidently the pastoral and semi-nomadic life of the people 
did not lend itself to the growth of large-scale rituals. Once they 
adopted a sedentary life based on cultivation the later Vedic phase 
rituals came to the forefront. The social surplus may not have 
been large, but it was sufficient to meet the needs of ritual. 
However in spite of the spread of the foodproducing economy in 
the greater part of the Indo-Gangetic divide and the upper 
Gangetic plains in the first half of the first millennium b.c. the 




lish more control over nature and substantially improve their 
mode of production, India still suffered from low agricultural 
productivity. Conquest of nature not only contributes to produc- 
tivity but also produces self-confidence in man and creates a 
climate for the growth of rationalist ideas. All this happened in a 
big way towards the end of the later Vedic phase and especially in 
the age of the Buddha. But in the major part of the later V edic 
period ritualism and the ritualist class grew far more rapidly in 


pre-iron agriculture phase. Priests or brahma$as became the 
masters of religious ceremonies which came to pervade almost every 
facet of life. The later Vedic society, like the Homeric or the Avestan 
society, was an agrarian or peasant society dominated by the 
warrior nobles, but here the priests lent a much stronger hand to 
the rulers than they did in Greece and Iran. 

In brief, the two crucial social formations, the class and the state, 
were not well established in the later Vedic age. Each one of them 
needed solid material support and universal social recognition. The 
Vedic communities had neither a regular taxation system nor a 
regular standing army. Collectors of taxes did not exist apart 
from the kinsmen of the prince, and the difference between tax 
and sacrificial offering called ball had not been completely blurred. 
We do not get direct evidence regarding the prevalence of any 
system of taxation. The tribal militia of the pastoral society was 
replaced by the peasant militia of agricultural society, for without 
a well-established taxation system it was not possible to maintain 
a regular army. Although the terms send, sendnl and sendpati are 
mentioned at several places, there is nothing to show that the kings 
of the Vedic age kept up a professional army all the year round. 
The vtif was associated with the send or the armed host . 104 Force or 
bala was considered to be identical with the vii or the peasantry 105 
in later Vedic times, who as distant kinsmen of the king received a 
share of the booty . 106 The army to protect the aivamedha horse 
comprised both the ksatriya and the vis. Armed with bows, 
quivers and shields, the former acted as military captains and 
leaders; armed with sticks, the latter constituted the rank and 
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file. For the sake of victory the Satapatha Brdhmana advises a chief 
or a noble to eat from the same vessel with the vid, m whose help 
is declared to be indispensable to his success. 108 

The later Vedic society had territorial kingdoms in the sense that 
the people led a settled, food producing life under their princes; 
several sites show continuous habitation for two to three centuries. 


did not submerge tribal ties. The peasants were not completely 
alienated from the princes and priests who were getting differen- 
tiated within the tribal communities. Towards the end of the Vedic 
period the peasant paid to the nobles and warriors who in their 
turn paid generously to the priests; in addition the peasant also paid 
a sacrificial fee to the priests. Artisans such as smiths, chariot-makers 
and carpenters mainly served the emerging class of warriors. It 
seems that in the exchange of goods, gifts played a more important 
part than trade. The later Vedic peasant did not have to support 
towns and traders, a feature which became prominent in the age 
of the Buddha. His was a small-scale non-monetary peasant society 
and not a full-fledged class society. Niska and d ataman a served as 
‘prestige 5 objects mentioned in connection with gifts. It was, thus, 
a peasant society with prominent tribal characteristics. In spite of 
the priestly stress on the subjection of the peasantry or vaisyas to 
the nobles and warriors, the limited availability of agricultural 
surplus on account of pre-field wooden ploughshare-based agri- 
culture and indiscriminate killing of cattle in sacrifices, could not 
sharpen class antagonisms. On the other hand tribal practices 
demanded that princes extend agriculture and even lend their 
hands to the plough, so that the gap between the vaisya and the 
rajanya was not very wide. The princes were also expected to share 
their wealth with the people in public sacrifices and on other 
occasions. Although the nobles and warriors ruled over their 
peasant kinsmen, their dependence on the peasant militia during 
battles against their enemies and inability to grant land without 
the consent of the tribal peasantry placed them in a difficult 
position. To such a formation the term ‘chiefdom’ used by anthro- 
pologists may be applied, although this is now being discarded. 109 
In any case chiefdom may be considered to be a phase of transition 
from an egalitarian tribal society, of which we have strong traces 
in some institutions of the $g Veda to a society which is marked by 
the emergence of ranks and an incipient state. Sometimes a strong 
element of priesthood is associated with chiefdom ; this may be 
true of later Vedic times but not of the Veda which also betrays 
some traits of tribal chieftaincy. 

It was only in the second phase of the age of iron beginning in c. 500 



b.g. in eastern UP and Bihar, when iron began to be used, more in 
cralts and agriculture, that the classes of artisans, peasants and 
agricultural labourers were detached socially and occupationally 
h om 1 hose of pnests and warriors. In this pnase the producing masses 
were saddled with social disabilities and economic obligations, 
which were enforced through the establishment of a professional 
army and an administrative apparatus which collected taxes and 
punished offences against family, property and social order. The 
legal and ideological outfit for the new order was provided by a 
well-defined varna system. 

* tf 
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the middle Gangetic basin. 

The middle Gangetic zone was not coterminus with Madhya- 
deia or Aryavarta, which extended originally from Kurakshetra to 


to have been set up near Rajgir. On the west Majjhimadesa extend- 
ed to the brahma^a village Thuna, which was situated in Kosala. 3 
It would therefore appear that the middle Gangetic zone or the 
original Majjhimadesa extended from Allahabad to Rajmahal, and 
was more or less identical with ancient Kosala and Magadha. In 
course of time the frontiers of Majjhimadesa came to include not 
only Kuru, Pancala and Surasena but also Vafiga and Kalinga; 3 an 


At present the middle Gangetic plains, which are also called ‘a 
transition zone’ between the upper Gangetic plains and the deltaic 
zone in Bengal, 4 cover an area of 62,000 sq. miles. 5 The rainfall in 
this area ranges between 40 inches in the west to 70 inches in the 
east 6 but the main mass of this region receive 45 to 55 inches of 
rain, 7 which, in a stage of pre-field agriculture and pre-mass settle- 
ment, is sufficient to promote thick vegetation and create difficult 
problems of clearance. In northern Bihar ‘the landscape is. . .of 
distinctly more humid aspect than that of western Uttar Pradesh 1 .® 
Humidity, as will be shown later, is fatal to the preservation of many 
antiquities including iron objects buried in the soil. As we proceed 
from the west to the east, sands (the great preservers of objects 



buried in them) decrease and loams increase in the central Gangetic 
plains. 9 But the alluvial soil of Patna and Gaya districts is very heavy 
and clayey and difficult to break before the onset of the monsoons. 10 
However the soil of both the upper and middle Gangetic plains is 
rated high, although a map reproduced by Spate and Learmonth 11 
shows that the region indicating high rating is proportionately larger 
in the middle Gangetic plains than in the upper Gangetic plains. 

The colonization of the middle Gangetic basin is affirmed not 
only by references in the Satapatka Brdhmana , 12 but also by the 
hypothesis regarding the development of the Painted Grey Ware 
into North Black Polished Ware or NBP. 13 it is our view that the 
age of the Buddha saw the emergence of a full-fledged agricultural 
society stabilized by division into ritualistic social classes by the 
Dharmasiitras and consolidated by the teachings of the Buddha 
in c, 500-300 b.c. But before we try to prove this hypothesis it is 
necessary to examine the nature of our sources, which enable us to 
identify the main elements in material culture and spot out the 
significant social changes of the period. 

We possess quite a few literary texts which can be placed in 
c. 500—300 b.c. In using the Pali texts for the study of social and 
economic developments in the age of the Buddha one may leave out 
the Jatakas, which have been mainly tapped so far for this purpose. 
But generally all the Nikayas except the Khuddaka Nikdya may be 
placed before c. 300 b.c. The Vinaya Pi taka is possibly a Maurya text, 
and hence is not being used in this study. But the major portion of 
the Suttanipdta , leaving aside the atthakavagga and parayanavagga, u 
may be placed in pre-Maurya times. On the basis of a careful study 
of the metres it has been asserted that most of this text is pre- 
Maurya. 15 Three suttas from this text 16 and several others, from the 
Digha Nikdya, and even the Vinaya are quoted in the Bhabru Edict 
of ASoka in about the middle of the third century b.c. It is further 
said that the prose portions of the Digha Nikdya read like the prose 
portions of the Brahmaijas. In the opinion of Winternitz the earliest 
stratum is represented in the first book of this text. 17 All this provides 
sufficient evidence for the existence of a large part of the corpus of 
Pali texts in pre-Maurya times. 

The Pali texts written in the language ©f Magadha mainly 
describe the state of affairs in eastern UP and Bihar. But they can 
be considered in conjunction with the grammar of Pacini, which is 
a most valuable source of information for pre-Maurya times in 
northern India. Even at a most conservative estimate P&ijini has 
to be placed between 500 b.c. and 400 b.c . 18 Its picture of social and 
material life is more reliable because it is based on illustrations of 
grammatical rules. It tallies closely with what is known from the 
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the development of the North Black Polished Ware archaeology. 
It may roughly be divided into two phases, i.e., 600—300 b.c. and 
300-100 b.c. When carbon- 14 methods for dating were not in use, 


500-50 b.c. was suggested as the bracket . 20 But even if we take 
carbon- 14 dates corrected by the method of calibration, which 
itself shows a wide range of variation, an overall view of the different 


dates on the basis of samples recovered from Trench 11 carry 
question marks. 23 It is rightly held by the Mathura excavator that 
the NBP phase began in Mathura in Maurya times. 24 

While the second phase of the NBP is marked by the profuse use of 
NBP (especially around 300 b.c.) more coins, plenty of terracottas, 
more iron tools, burnt brick structures, occasional tiles, and ring- 
wells, the first phase is marked by the absence of burnt brick 
structures and ringwells and shows less of NBP sherds, coins, 
terracottas and iron tools, although semi-precious stone beads, glass 
and sometime ivory objects are also found in this phase. But we 
have to appreciate the limitations of archaeological work under- 
taken in the moist alluvium of the middle Gangetic basin, in which 
rainfall ranges from 40 to 60 inches. In such a climate, unless the soil 
happens to be sandy, the chances of survival of wattle-daub, bamboo 



Gangetic basin although south Bihar happens to be the richest iron 
mining area. Moisture is a deadly enemy, especially of wrought 
iron objects. Even iron objects from Kausambi, where the soil is 
not so moist, have been found to be highly corroded on exami- 
nation. 25 We have to be very circumspect in drawing inferences 
when archaeological evidence does not correspond to literary 


Certain hypotheses made about the dating and cause of change in 
the material and social life of the people of Kosala and Magadha 
stress the crucial role of iron implements in opening the thickly vegeta- 
tion covered areas of the middle Gangetic basin from about 600 b.c. 
onwards to settlement and cultivation. 26 The problem of the second 
urbanization has also been linked with this process, 27 and the social 
outlook of early Buddhism has been explained in terms of the needs 
of iron-ploughshare based agriculture and the problems created by 
moneylending and urbanization. 28 Serious doubts have however been 
expressed about the role attributed to iron artifacts in eastern UP 
and Bihar in the age of the Buddha. 29 It is suggested that clearance 
could have been carried out with the help of fire. But even when 
trees are burnt with fire there remains the problem of removing the 
burnt stumps. In the middle Gangetic basin trees strike roots and 
cultivation becomes difficult unless those roots are cleared with the 
iron axe and spade. It is obvious that the scale of NBP settlements 
that we have in this region would require a fairly large population 
and many stone implements to accomplish this job. It is further 
argued that the wooden ploughshare may have been used in culti- 
vation. 30 It is true that in the upper Gangetic basin such shares were 
used in later Vedic times, and those made of the cira tree are used 
even now in some parts in the Kinnaur and Garhwal areas where 
the soil is soft. Wooden shares were also used in the doab between the 
Beas and Sutlej till 1940 or so. 31 But for the type of the hard clayey 
soil we generally have in the alluvial tracts of the middle Gangetic 
basin such shares are not effective. In parts of Patna district the soil 
locally known as the kewal is so hard that once it dries up even iron 
shares are sometimes found inadequate to break it. At best wooden 
shares may have been used in patches of soft and sandy soil in 
eastern UP and Bihar, and such areas would be necessarily smaller 
in size. Because a few hoes have been found in some urban sites 
hoe-cultivation has been considered to be the more universal 
method of agricultural operation. 32 But such hoes may have been 
parts of household tools in towns, and in any case circumstantial 
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heated the whole day and making a sound when placed in water. 34 
However, the hammer ( ayokuta ) is known to the verse portion of the 
Suttanipdia . 35 An early Pali text 36 and Pacini 37 speak of ayoghcna 
which was either a hammer or an anvil. Iron ploughshares called 
ayovikdra kufi appears in Pacini. 38 Iron ploughshares also seem to 



common crop by early Pali texts, 39 and Pacini speaks of a forest of 
wild sugarcane. 40 Sugarcane plantation requires deep plough 


in order to prepare the land for the plantation of sugarcane. 41 
If we go by a later saying prevalent in Magafal dialect it would 


According to it the first requires one hundred ploughings, the second 
fifty, and the third twenty-five 42 ; this is obviously exaggerated. But 
even now these products require a soil which is reduced to fine, 
small particles of dust through deep and constant ploughing follow- 
ed by harrowing. Since mustard, sugarcane and transplanted paddy 
are frequently mentioned in early Pali texts, the inference about 
the frequent use of the iron share for producing them cannot be 
easily brushed aside. 

The use of the iron ploughshare was supplemented by that of the 
hoe/spade or kuddala, and a person who earned his livelihood with 
the help of this tool was called kaudddlika. AZ 

Leaving aside the Sulvasutras no literature of pre-Maurya times 
deals with technology but there is no dearth of references to iron 
tools meant for crafts and agriculture in pre-Maurya texts. Such 
references, because they are casual and illustrative, should be 
considered more reliable. The difficulty however is created by the 
fact that literary references are not matched by archaeological 
discoveries of tools belonging to the age of the Buddha. In eastern 
UP and Bihar there is evidence for the use of iron from c. 700 b.c. 
onwards but so far no ploughshare has been discovered, and 
iron tools for agriculture are not found in good numbers. Neverthe- 
less this can be explained by ecological reasons. The acid, humid, 
warm alluvial soil of eastern UP and Bihar has proved to be highly 
corrosive. Moist and, in many cases, acid soil, is found in the middle 
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Gangetic basin, particularly in the north Bihar flood plains. It is 
good for rice production 44 but bad for the preservation of 
iron artifacts. The soil is therefore suitable for the cultivator but 
unrewarding for the academic digger. Iron exposed to ordinary 
moist air is quickly corroded to a reddish-brown dust . 45 The 
presence of water is essential for rusting, and according to some 
experiments carbon dioxide or acidity is also necessary . 46 It may be 
noted that, in the low lying tracts of the lower Gangetic plains of 
eastern UP, the water table is very high during the monsoons, and 
is about 3 metres during the summer season . 47 Water-logging is 
common in several parts of the middle Gangetic plains . 48 We 
further learn that the soils belonging to the alluvium found south 
of the Ganges in Bihar are acidic in the southernmost parts . 49 
Naturally the excavation reports of Sonpur in Gaya , 50 Vaishali in 
north Bihar , 51 and Prahladpur in Banaras 52 speak of the heavily 
rusted iron tools, many of which have become unrecognizable. 
The nature of the soil has led to greater oxidization of the tools. The 
climatic difference can be appreciated if we bear in mind that in 
several sites such as Atranjikhera in western UP and Ujjain in 
Malwa implements are better preserved because the soil is not so 
warm and humid. In Ujjain the soil of the Malwa plateau is 
comparatively drier. It has been pointed out that more agricultural 
tools of the NBP phase have been found in Taxila than in other 
sites in northern India , 53 but it has to be added that this preserva- 
tion is due to the dry soil of that area. 

Ancient technology did not contribute much to the survival of 
tools in a moist type of soil. Examinations made so far show that 
wrought iron tools were used in the NBP phase. 54 One bent nail 
from Rajghat, ascribed to the period 600-400 b.c. approximates to 
steel, 55 but this may have been accidental. Later when steel came into 
use it proved more lasting and serviceable. But in 600-300 b.c. 
most iron objects belonged to the wrought category. Even till recent 
times in Bihar ploughshares were made of semi-steel; after a few 
years’ use they get heavily rusted. 

Finally we may take into account the type of the sites that have 
been dug so far. Administrative / commercial /cr aft/or religious cen- 
tres such as Campa, VaiS&lI, Rajgir, Varanasi (Rajghat) , Kau^ambi, 
Sringaverpur, Sravastf, etc., have been excavated so far. Naturally 
they are not the right places for looking for ploughshares and 
other agricultural tools although hoes have been found in some 
pre-Maurya layers at some of these sites. For discovering agri- 
cultural tools the archaeology of rural settlements has to be developed. 
Even in the case of urban sites horizontal excavations may expose 
smithies and workshops. 




The comparative paucity of agricultural tools in the m iddle 
Gangetic basin in archaeological excavations does nor necessarily 
mean that these were not used in pre-300 b.c. times or in 
the age of the Buddha. Such tools belonging to the same period or 
even a little earlier have been found in the upper Gangetic pla 
and in the Sutlej basin. Reference may be made to the dis covery 
of a ploughshare at Ropar in Ambala district in the Gahga-Sutlej 
basin, lying below a ringwell at a depth of 14 ft 9 inches under 
surface. It measures 15| inches long, is 1.1 inch broad in the middle, 
and 0.9 inch wide towards the end. 56 Again, a ploughshare belong- 
ing to the PGW phase, possibly of around 500 b.c., has been found 
at Jakhera in Etah district in western UP. 57 This probably belongs 
to the same period as covered by the NBP phase in the middle 
Gangetic basin. If iron ploughshares were being used in the age 
of the Buddha in the areas in which even wooden ploughshares 
could work, it would be wrong to think that they were not known 
in the areas where the alluvium was hard to break. An iron share 
belonging to the mid-NBP period has been found in Kaulambi. 
Two socketed iron axes, both of the early NBP phase, have also been 
found in Kausambl. One of them is of a large size, but it is heavily 


reported in association with the NBP phase at Raghuasoi in Vaishali 
district. 60 Iron slags and objects recovered from Rajghat deserve our 
special attention. Altogether 100 slags and artifacts belong to the 
early phase of period II, which is stratigraphically placed between 
600 and 400 b.c . 61 This list includes two axes, sickles, chisels, 35 
nails, etc. 62 Iron artifacts show a preponderence of objects used for 
hunting, agriculture, artisanal activities and household purposes. 63 
It is stated that ‘unprecedented growth’ of the crafts, industries 
and some occupations were initiated in the earlier phase, 64 
which evidently refers to 600-400 b.c. or the earlier part of 
the NBP phase. We would like to suggest that this ‘unprecedented 
growth’ was not without its connection with the use of iron tools. 
A few iron artifacts 65 appear in the pre-NBP horizon in association 
with black-and-red pottery attributed to the chalcolithic people. 
But the pre-NBP culture at Rajghat had a short life, and in contrast 
to that phase the number of iron tools in the NBP phase is so large 
that it amounts to a qualitative change so far as their use for produc- 
tion is concerned. 66 

The hypothesis suggesting the use of agricultural tools in the age 
of the Buddha is strengthened by the fact that by this time people 
had come to utilize the richest iron mines found in Singhbhum. 
The iron-ore relationship established in the case of the NBP tools 
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discovered from Rajghat suggests that the tools were made of the 
Singhbhum and Mayurbhanj ores. 07 It is evident that wrought 
iron technology was known to the people. The use of the term 
b has Ira. in Pacini 68 and bhasta? 9 in early Pali texts suggests that 
bellows made of leather were in use in pre-Maurya times. Once 
the twin advantages of the knowledge of the richest ores of iron and 
of manufacturing wrought and semi-steel iron became available to 
the people of the middle Gangetic basin they were certainly in a 
much better position than the PGW phase people to use iron. 

Indirect evidence for the use of iron tools can be inferred from 
the use of punchmarked silver coins which are as early as 500 b.c. 
Evidently long sheets of silver were prepared and cut into 
rectangular or roundish bits with iron tools. The use of iron tools 
can also be inferred from the large-scale wooden structures, found 
in the form of palisades in Maurya times. It is evident that such 
structures must have started a little earlier before the time of 
Megasthenes and could not have been possible without the use of 
iron axes, adzes, saws, chisels, etc. Some of these tools are mentioned 
in early Pali texts. 70 

The spread of plough cultivation in the middle Gangetic basin 
is indicated also by the use of the Pali term nan gala (plough) in 
several forms. 71 The Suttanipdta mentions a village called Icchanan- 
gala in Magadha. 72 However Pacini uses the term hala for plough 
and speaks of the field being cultivated twice or thrice. 73 Elaborate 
details of agricultural operations appear in PSijini, 74 and various 
types of sacrifices for promoting agriculture and husbandry are 
provided in the Gfhyasutras. 75 All told, compared with the later 
Vedic age, the period of the Buddha seems to be one of burgeoning 
agriculture. 

What further distinguishes the forces of production in the age of 
the Buddha from those in later Vedic times is the beginning of 
paddy transplantation . Although rice was known in the country 
as early as 5000 b.c . 76 not to speak of its archaeological discovery 
in the second millennium, and in the first half of the first millennium 
B.c., literary evidence suggests the practice of transplantation of 
paddy since about 500 b.c. The, term for planting saplings from 
paddy seeds is mentioned first in early Pali texts. 77 We hear of 
ropana and ropeti. The distinction between Vedic vrlhi (the term for 
rice) being a rainy season crop and the post- Vedic tali being a 
winter crop has been rightly underlined. 78 It is correctly suggested 
that vrlhi was grown without transplanting, and tali was grown by 
means of transplantation. 79 As the art of producing wet rice spread 
to Assam the Assamese term xali (derived from tdli) came to mean 
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The qualities of a good field enumerated by the writers of the 
early Pali canonical texts clearly suggest that they were acquainted 
with the practice of wet paddy production. For instance, a field 
meant for paddy plantation must have provisions for water courses, 
for the inlet and outlet of water and for the retention of water through 
the mechanism of dykes. All these are considered to be the qualities 
of a good field. 83 In this context the Pali term mariyad 84, is used for dyke 
for which medha is the common word in Magahl and other dialects 
associated with rice-producing or even non-rice producing areas 
because of the extension of the sense in different contexts. In some 
Bihar! Aryan dialects the term birar probably the same as hijagara 
is used for paddy seedbed as well as for paddy seedlings. This term 
may be derived from the P3li vi -j- rtilk, 85 which means ‘to sprout,’ 
although in early Pali texts the approximating term, if used in the 
context of wet paddy production, has not been traced by us; the 
same is true of Magahl morl (paddy seedlings) and moriyar (paddy 
seedbed) ; the first can be derived from mula and the second from 
mulagara. 

We may also draw some inferences from the detailed processes 
of cultivation described in an early Pali canonical text. Herein the 
cultivator is represented as making the field well-cultivated (sukat- 
thafp) and rendering the soil suitable (sumattikaip) , 85 It may be noted 
that these operations including the breaking of the soil through the 
ploughshare and making it wet for receiving the paddy seedlings 
are followed although now a few more processes are introduced. 
We further learn from the same reference that the cultivator chan- 
nelizes the water into the field and again takes it out, 87 apparently 
when the purpose is served. These operations also remind us of the 
care bestowed on paddy transplantation although they may apply 



to the cultivation of other cereals. But the reference, which we have 
quoted elsewhere, read as a whole, leaves little doubt that the 
operations detailed in it relate to the wet paddy production. It 
seems that the idea of paddy transplantation was connected with 
that of sugar plantation although we do not know whether the one 
was derived from the other. At any rate the practice of plantation 
was widely known in the age of the Buddha when banana plan- 
tation also seems to have started. 88 

A Prakrit phrase ukkhaya-nihae or ukkhdya-nihae , literally ‘uprooted 
and planted’, is used in a Svetambara Jain text called Nayadhammak - 
ahao B 9 or Jndtddharmakathd to indicate paddy transplantation. This 
canonical text may have been first compiled around 300 b.c. if 
we accept H. Jacobi’s views on the use of metres, the nature of 
contents, and the value of the Jain traditions. 90 M. Wintemitz also 


Maurya Chandragupta. 91 According to him the Jain tradition 
coincides ‘exactly with the Buddhist tradition in many remarkable 
details.’ 92 He adds that the title of the sixth ahga of the Digambaras 
reads Jnat r -Dharma-Kathahga. 93 It is therefore one of the few canoni- 
cal texts common to both the £>vetambaras and Digambaras. 94 In 
the opinion of Wintemitz those texts which are shared by both sects 
represent the earliest portions of the sacred writings of the Jains. 95 
Further, the contents of the Jndtddharmakatha are closely related to 
those of the Uttarddhyayana Sutra which is thought to be one of the 
earliest Jain texts. 96 In the seventh and eighth chapters of the 
Jndtddharmakathd the phrase devanuppiyd (dear to the gods) is used 
repeatedly and recalls to our mind the phrase devanatfi priya of 
Asokan inscriptions. 97 Hence this Jain text may have existed before 
the third century b.c. 

The process of paddy transplantation is vividly described in the 
Jndtddharmakathd. We learn that agricultural labourers (kula- 
gharapurise) m attached to the household of Rohifli," one of the four 
daughters-in-law of a rich merchant called Dhana, sow five un- 
broken paddy grains on a small well-prepared bed. 100 Twice and 
three times they transplant the seedlings {doccaifi pi taccaqi pi ukkhaya- 
nihae karenti) . 101 It may be added that the practice of removing the 
transplanted paddy plants from the thickly growing fields and 
replanting them in another field is prevalent in several districts of 
north Bihar. 102 It is practised in rainier areas covered with sheets of 
water. As the water recedes and the land becomes plantable, paddy 
plants from the congested portions of the first transplantation are 



shows familiarity with Anga, Magadha and MithiiS. Rajagrha is 
the scene of the story referring to paddy transplantation, but the 
text also mentions Campa and Mithila. However uprooting the 
twice transplanted plants and replanting them a third time is not 
so common. A second transplantation gives a higher yield, and a 
third still higher. Even if the evidence from the Jndtddharmakathd is 
treated as a supplementary corroboration because of the lack of 
certainty about its pre-Maurya date, 103 the cumulative evidence 
drawn from various other sources leaves little doubt about the 
prevalence of paddy transplantation in the middle Gangetic zone in 
the age of the Buddha. Barley continued to be the other principal 
crop besides rice, and godhuma or wheat was still not an im portant 
crop. Barley, rice and sesamum were considered the purest cereals 
for sacrificial and religious purposes, although mustard and various 
types of lentils are known. 104 

Agriculture in general had become so important that special 
attention was given to the types of fields in early Buddhist teachings. 
One sutta classifies the field as (i) best, (ii) middling, and (iii) 
inferior, forested and infertile. The monks are compared to the best 
field, the lay devotees to the middling, and the srama?as, brahma? as 
and ascetics of other religious persuasions to the field of bad 
quality. 106 The Khetta Sutta 1 ^ speaks of eight types of fields which 
do not yield much. These are undulating, rocky and pebbly, saltish, 
without depth of tilth, without water outlet, without inlet, with no 
water-courses and without dykes. In such fields sowing seeds is a 
kind of waste. On the other hand opposite qualities are found in 
eight good types of fields in which seeds fructify on a large scale. 107 
The srama?as and brahma? as who follow false doctrines, have 
wrong sources of livelihood, etc., are compared to the bad eight 
types, and those who observe the right type of doctrines, adopt 
right sources of livelihood, etc., are compared to the good eight 
types of fields. 

The literary texts of the period show a knowledge of irrigation, 108 
and also the practice of keeping the land fallow. 109 Further, the 
period came to have an agricultural calendar based on six seasons 
and 27 naksatras or constellations, which, though already known to 
later Vedic texts, became well established in the Grhyasutras, and 
different seasons and naksatras were prescribed for sowing different 
crops and performing agricultural festivals. 110 

This period is also marked by the utilization of new plants and 
fruit trees. Mango groves are frequently mentioned in early Pali 
texts, 111 and so are the Sala (Vatica Robusta) 112 groves. The know- 
ledge of the use of th&jamhu (Eugenia Jambolana), 113 madhuka (Bassia 
Latifolia) 114 and palaia (Butea Frondosa) 115 must have proved 



300 b.c. no visible change in the material life of the people can be 
detected on the basis of archaeological excavations. 116 In a way 
it is correct because till c, 300 b.c. we do not find burnt bricks, 
ring wells, profuse NBP sherds, numerous terracottas and coins, and 
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phase. Although at some excavated sites such as Kausambl, Srin- 
gaverpur, Rajghat, Mason, Prahladpur, Chirand, Vaisali, Sonpur, 
etc., they are preceded by a horizon of culture represented by the 
black-and-red or black slipped ware, in most cases this horizon is 
very thin, and the real settlement starts with the NBP phase around 
500 b.c. or so. In Chirand however we have three metres of black 
and red ware habitational deposits in several trenches. The end of 
this phase at this site is followed by the NBP phase, which starts 
with ring wells and some brick structures in several trenches. This 
phenomenon might suggest the end of the black-and-red ware phase 
around 300 b.c. when the NBP phase began. 117 

In several cases such as Rajghat, Prahladpur, Chirand and 
Sonpur the black-and-red ware phase is associated with iron. At 
any rate it is clear that before the use of iron in the alluvial tracts 
of the middle Gahga, only such places as were located either on the 
bank or on the confluence of rivers (viz., Chirand and Chechar near 
the junction of the Gahga and Gandak in north Bihar) had a few 
chalcolithic settlements, which are usually found in areas nearer the 
sources of stones. 

Sixty per cent of the potsherds recovered from Chirand are 
believed to be similar to those found at various sites in Basti, and 
the ceramic ware from both Sonpur and Chirand is said to have a 
typological affinity with that from eastern UP. The resemblance 
between the Sonpur and the Chirand pottery is close. In between 
come the surface finds from Maner which is situated south of the 
Gangl just opposite Chirand. Surface finds of the ware are also 
reported from Manjhi near Siwan. These places are not far away 
from Vaisali where a very thin horizon of black-and-red ware 
precedes NBP, 118 although at a few sites grey ware and Painted Grey 
Ware also precede the NBP phase in the middle Gangetic basin. 
Clearly some people using black-and-red pottery lived even in the 
alluvial area of the middle Gangetic basin before c. 700 b.c. Such 



settlements were obviously sparse and sporadic and were possibly 
the northernmost outposts of the neolithic-chalcolithic people 
living in south Bihar or in the Vindhyas. At any rate in the alluvial 
tracts these settlements did not last for more than a hundred years 
or so. Without the use of iron tools and implements large-scale 
clearings and foundation of large territorial settlements in the Gangl 
valley would not be possible, and even till late medieval times the 
persistence of old names such as Arrah from Ara$ya, Saran from 
Naimi§ara$ya and Champaran from Camparanya would indicate 
that clearing and colonization of the Ganga valley was carried out 
in several stages. Some indication of clearance and expansion of the 
new rural economy in Majjhimadesa or eastern UP and Bihar can 
be found in early Pah canonical texts. Almost in every city visited 
by the Buddha we find a vana rendered by several Pali scholars as 
grove, but the term should mean ‘forest 1 which was now only a 
portioti of the larger jungle left uncleared. Most cities associated 
with early Buddhism are named after some plant. KausSmbl, 
Kuslnagara, Kusagrapura (old name for Rajgir also called original- 
ly Girivrajapura [vraj a — pasture ground]) all had something to do 
with the plentiful growth of kusa grass. Pa{aligr§ma, later called 
Pafaliputra, was connected with the pdtali tree, and CampS with the 
campaka tree. Kajangala, a township, which lay near Rajmahal 
and formed the eastern boundary of Majjhimadesa, 120 denotes a 
place once forested. Vaisall is traditionally considered to have been 
established by king Visala, but it may also owe its name to an 
extensive existence of Sdla trees, which had to be cleared before 
settlement. In fact the form 3alagrSma is common as a place name 
and is associated with the sacred Vai§J?avite stone found lying on 
the Gandak bank in Sonpur. We may further note that forests of 
sdla trees (idlavana) 12,1 are frequently mentioned in early Pali canoni- 
cal texts. Kapilavastu, the capital of the Sakyas, may have owed its 
origin to the presence of monkeys, naturally living in the forests, and 
in any case Lumbinivana or the forest of Lumbini was the birthplace 
of Gautama Buddha. 

A clearer inference can be drawn from the place name Thu$a, a 
village located in Kosala. 122 The name means the stump of a tree, 
and apparently the place derived its name from the presence of a 
few stumps at the time of the foundation of this settlement. A 
similar explanation can be given for the village name Thuija, 
probably situated in Videha, 123 which covered a good portion of the 
Nepal terai and north Bihar. The same thing can be said about a 
Magadha village KhSqiiimata, 124 which suggests clearance in the 
form of the survival of stumps. We may note that the burning of 
forests, evidently for clearance, occurs in many early Pali texts, and 



the term used is jhdmakhanu . 125 We also learn of a field which was 
evidently made fit for cultivation by burning its earlier vegetation. 
It is called jhamakhetta , which is wrongly translated as a charcoal- 
burner's field . 126 The process of burning is suggested, and that 
of cutting and digging out the roots is clearly indicated by the 
frequent use of a simile in relation to the palm trees, which so 
commonly cover the landscape of eastern UP and Bihar ; even now, 
when practically no jungle is left in Patna and Gaya districts, the 


faults, passions, etc., the phrase means ‘given up, with roots cut out, 
like a palm with its base destroyed, rendered unable to sprout again 9 . 
The simile is frequently used in the Ahguttara Nikdya but occurs in 
other early texts also, with slight variations . 127 It was necessary to 
cut the palm trees for cultivation and various domestic purposes. 
The name of the village Ekanaja, situated to the south of Rajgir , 128 
indicates that at one time it was full of reeds which had to be removed 
before settlement. Several habitations mentioned in early Pali texts 
are named after bamboo forests or thickets 129 which probably 
continued to exist even after clearance, and some of them seem to 
be connected with the survival of bel trees . 130 

We would not however like to create the impression that the 
whole country was brought under the plough and was settled in 
pre-Maurya times. The early Pali texts contain numerous references 
to forests, and especially four great forests or mahd-ar annas 121 — 
Da$daka, Kalinga, Mejjha and Matanga — are mentioned in them. 

The advent of the people using black- and-red ware and to some 
extent grey ware and PGW apparently marked the first stage, 
followed by the advance of a far more technologically endowed 
people who used NBP. The tools which enabled the users of black- 
and-red pottery in north-eastern India to earn their means of 
subsistence were by and large neolithic implements and microliths, 
which have been discovered in Pandurajar Dhibi and belong to the 
first period preceding 1000 b.c. Stone tools, and especially micro- 
liths, also dominate the scene in the chalcolithic cultures of the 
Vindhyan plateau in the vicinity of Allahabad. 132 In the second 
period, the beginnings of which have been carbon-dated as 1000 
b.c., some copper has been found at Pandurajar Dhibi, but it is 
negligible. A copper bangle has been found in Oriup, 133 and some 
copper objects have been also discovered at Sonpur. The strati- 
graphical discovery of copper objects in north-eastern India would 
suggest that they were used along with microliths in this part of the 
country before the advent of the use of iron. The absence of the 
bronze age in north-eastern India is clear enough, but the few copper 



availability of copper mines in south Bihar excavations conducted 
so far have exposed very few copper objects. Although at some 
places such as Sonpur in Gaya and Rajghat in Banaras we find some 
evidence of iron in association with black-and-red ware in the pre- 
NBP phase, 13- * generally no iron is found in the chalcolithic context 
in which we get copper. 135 It appears that the people who used the 
black-and-red pottery in the pre-NBP phase had a chalcolithic 
culture, from which a transition to the iron age culture took place. 

With the microliths and stone tools that they possessed the users 
of black-and-red pottery could not carry on any advanced culti- 
vation. Possibly they used digging sticks and hoes for cultivation, as 
is the case with pre-Aryan, Austria peoples living in the Chotanagpur 
plateau even now. But certainly the users of black-and-red pottery 
produced rice. In eastern India rice was undoubtedly produced 
before 1200 b.c.; in the first occupational period of Pandurajar 
Dhibi, we get rice-husks in the core of pottery. In the second period, 
carbon-dated around 1000 b.c. we get rice grains. It has been claim- 
ed that cultivated rice appeared in the Vindhyan region near 
Allahabad in the neolithic phase around 5000 b.c. 13S In any case 
about 700 b.c. we get charred rice grains from Sonpur in Gaya. 
We do not know whether the cultivators used transplantation, but 
there is no doubt about the use of rice in this part of the country 


a copper fishing hook at Pandurajar Dhibi. It was certainly a local 
practice, having nothing to do with the people who came from 
north-western India. 

The rice-producing economy was supplemented by domestication 
and hunting of nilgai , pigs and deer whose remains have been found 
at Pandurajar Dhibi. These animals provided sources of food, as 
they do even now to the aborigines living in this area. 

A few megalithic sites have been found in the Chakia subdivision 
of Varanasi district and also at Kotia on the Belan river. These 
sites have more or less the same elements of material culture that 
are typical of the chalcolithic people . 137 But the megalithic graves 
at Kotia contain several iron emplements such as the sickle, adze, 
arrowhead, etc . 138 However the carbon-dating of one of the Kotia 
graves comes to about the third century b.c . 139 

Certain elements of the culture of the users of the black-and-red 
are shared by the different sites, Pandurajar Dhibi, Oriup, Sonpur 
and Chirand and probably those in eastern UP. These are a plain 



and painted black-and-red ware, microliths and the cultivation 
of rice. Rice is common to Pandurajar Dhibi, Mahisadal, and 
Sonpur, but microliths in association with black-and-red ware 
have been reported from all such sites including Maner, Manjhi 
and Oriup. Vaisall, however, has not yielded any microliths. 
The use of copper does not seem to be a strong element in any of 
these black-and-red ware cultures, which seem to have largely 
flourished in the pre-metallic stage. Settlements lying in the alluvial 
tracts of the Ganga basin may have been founded by some adventur- 
ous elements from the Vindhyas in both eastern UP and Bihar. If 
we consider the source of microliths and bear in mind the difficulty 
involved in clearing thick forests with stone implements on the 
banks of the Ganga in Bihar and Bengal, it would appear that the 
users of the black-and-red ware lived on the periphery of the 
Chotanagpur plateau, some 50 to 60 miles south of the Gangs. 
From there they moved to the bank of the river whose changing 
courses destroyed vegetation and made the land fit for settlement. It 
further appears that in or near the hilly areas the chalcolithic settle- 
ments had generally a long life from about 1500 b.c. to 800 b.c., but 
in the alluvium the black-and-red horizon is generally thin, and in 
the pre-NBP phase it may have continued for less than a couple of 
centuries. However, as shown earlier, the case of Ghirand was 
different. 

Is it possible to identify the users of the black-and-red ware in 
eastern India on the basis of literary texts ? Later Vedic texts, 
compiled in western UP, speak of a Magadhan people called the 
Vratyas. They are described in the Atharva Veda uo and Paficavitpda 
Brdhmana. ux The Vratya chief initiated into brahma^ism is described 
as equipped with headgear and sandals, but the Pancavi a Bi ahmana 
denounces the uninitiated Vratyas in general as inferior (hind) 
and states that they neither trade nor plough. This apparently 
refers to the material conditions in the pre-iron age in eastern India 
which neither practised plough cultivation nor produced enough 
to carry on trade. Both these phenomena appear in the middle 
Gangetic basin in post-Vedic times. 

Although historical archaeology is supposed to begin with the 
advent of North Black Polished Ware or NBP in the upper and 
middle Gangetic basin as well as in the adjoining areas of Madhya 
Pradesh and also in Malwa, no planned and systematic exploration 
of NBP sites has been undertaken so far, as has been the case with 
the Harrappan and PGW sites. On the basis of printed reports 
available up to 1977-78 we can count in India about 466 sites where 
NBP sherds have been found. 142 It seems that 22 NBP sites discovered 
in the Chandauli and Chakia tehsils of Varanasi district in 1962-63 148 
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a hundred. Of course on the basis of personal knowledge one could 
say that NBP sherds are found in Bihar in numerous villages. We 
learn from local enquiries that in Bihar the Vai^all, Rajgir and 
north Begusarai belts, and the Camp a area in Bhagalpur contain 
many village sites in which NBP sherds have been found. If casual 


alluvial tracts of UP and Bihar, especially in the middle Gangetic 
plains, might push up that figure to 2000 or so. Of course even then 
only a stratigraphical sequence established by digging can explain 
the demographic significance of such sites at a particular point of 
time. But if we go by the radiocarbon dates from Kausambl, 
Rajghat, Piprahwara and Sohgaura in UP, all these dates fall within 
the bracket of 500 b.c. and 400 b.c. and their calibrated dates might 
go up to 600 b.c. Hence we find a consistent picture in an almost 
contiguous area in eastern UP. And it is most likely that the spread 
of the NBP in eastern UP and Bihar indicated a spurt in agrarian 
settlements in the sixth century b.c. 


zone or its periphery, which shot into political and economic 
prominence during the age of the Buddha. NBP finds dating before 
300 b.c. have been reported from several sites in the upper Gangetic 
basin including Ropar 146 and Ahicchatra. 147 More or less contem- 
porary deposits are known from Ujjain 148 and Besnagar 149 in Malwa. 
This would presuppose that the upper Gangetic basin and the 
Malwa plateau enjoyed the material advantages associated with 
the culture of the NBP phase. However the point has to be stressed 
that whatever and wherever be the origins of the NBP, its users 
made their home in the middle Gangetic plains in large numbers. 
In spite of sixth-fifth centuries b.c. dates for NBP deposits from 
some upper Gangetic sites, NBP finds are far more profuse and 
widespread in eastern UP and Bihar than anywhere else. For the 
first time they suggest numerous agricultural settlements and the 
formation of many villages mentioned in the early Pali texts. There 
is no doubt that in the age of the Buddha, or may be a little earlier, 
we have archaeological evidence for settlements on a substantia! 
scale in the middle Gangetic basin. This should certainly be 
regarded as a crucial demographic development made possible 
through the use of iron tools and rice transplantation. 



The NBP finds also suggest some significant social developments. 
A spatial and temporal study of the spread of the NBP and asso- 
ciate finds would indicate that not only in the middle Gangetic 
but also in the upper Gangetic plains and the adjoining areas, 
between 600 and 400 b.c. a class of people used de luxe pottery and 
semi-precious stones. This emergent class may have played an 
important role in the appropriation of the resources and surplus 
and also in the formation of the social order and the state. Most of 
the sixteen great kingdoms had a material background associated 
with the NBP culture. We may particularly mention the states of 
the Angas with the capital at Campa, the Magadhas with the 
capital first at Rajagrha and later at Pa$aliputra, the Kasis with 
the capital at Varanasi, the Kosalas with the capital at Shavasti, 
the Vatsas or Vaipsas with the capital at KausambI, the Surasenas 
with the capital at Mathura, the Avantis with the capital at XJjjain. 
All these capital sites have been excavated, and in most cases the 
carbon- 14 dates of the NBP deposits fall between c. 550 and 400 
b.c. The c-14 date of the NBP from Vai^all, the capital of the 
Vajjis, who were not included in the sixteen mahajanapachzs , is not 
available, but the pottery seems to have started in the sixth century 
b.c. The NBP is therefore a good index of the process of both agra- 
rian expansion and class differentiation. 

Of course the structures in the pre-300 b.c. phase found in eastern 
UP and Bihar are not impressive. But the reasons for the poor 
survivals of pre-burnt brick structures are ecological and, may be, 
we need more sophisticated archaeological skills and methods to 
recover them. But a society which used de luxe ware called NBP, 
and a good many iron artifacts for war and production could 
not do without houses, however modest they may have been. 
The absence of burnt brick structures therefore does not necessarily 
mean the absence of towns; on the contrary literary texts suggest 
their beginnings. 

Some Sanskritists notice the presence of urbanism in the late 
Vedic period. 150 They may well be right if that phase is placed 
in the middle of the first millennium b.c. but to take it back 
by a couple of centuries or more may not be supported by 
archaeology. Similarly, we cannot assign the beginnings of urbanism 
to c. 300 b.c., on the basis of fire-baked brick structures. The con- 
junction of literary and archaeological material indicates the 
advent of towns in the middle Gangetic plains around the sixth 
century b.c. To begin with, people in towns lived in wooden houses. 
The use of wood at Pafaliputra for this purpose is well attested. 151 
Wooden stakes set up for the defence of this town or as a measure 
against flood and invasion on the south carry a radiocarbon date 
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it have survived on any scale. Obviously only such wood as teak, 
sisso, gala 154 have survived. Probably because houses were made of 
gala 155 , the term gala came to be used for them. 

There is little doubt that mud houses were built in the age of 
the Buddha in the towns of the middle Gangetic plains. This is 
affirmed by the nature of structures in the early levels of the NBP 
phase at several places. A massive clay embankment of around 
500 b.c. has been found at Rajghat. 156 The mud stupa of VaiSall is 
well known. A mud platform indicating a kitchen and some trace 
of a mud wall have been found at Sonpur. 157 Mud plaster with reed 
impressions found in several pits in Rajghat indicate reed walls 
plastered with mud. 158 We also find a thick floor of burnt clay 
with two post-holes. But the early levels of the NBP phase are 
associated neither with bricks burnt in fire nor with those baked 
in the sun. Apparently it may be difficult to find traces of thatched, 
wooden, or mud houses, that characterized the earliest towns in 
the middle Gangetic plains. 

The terms nigama , nagara , etc., are mentioned in early Pali texts , 158 
we also hear of nagaraka , mahdmgara and rajadhant . 160 The founding 
of fortified towns is attested by Pacini, who supplies considerable 
evidence relating to towns . 161 He specifically states that in the east 
the grama was different from the nagara 152 Further, we learn of the 
growing contradiction between town and village from the early 
Dharmasutras, which state that a person staying in a town cannot 
attain salvation and breathe pure air . 163 It is possible to multiply 
references from pre-Maurya texts to prove the existence of crafts, 
trade and towns. Even archaeologically there seems to be some 
indication of trade in glass beads between Taxila and fsravastl . 164 
All this should leave little doubt about the existence of towns in 
pre-Maurya times, although so far structural evidence has been 
either poor or neglected by archaeologists. 

The heart of the matter is the social surplus produced by the 
peasants supplemented by cattle rearers and craftsmen in the age 
of the Buddha, which led to the formation of the state system in the 
form of the sixteen great kingdoms {mahajanapadas ) . Without a 



The idea that princes enjoyed revenues from villages (. gdma ) and 
larger districts ( rattha ) is clearly stated in the Suttanipata , 165 But 
land, which had become the chief means of subsistence of people, 
seems to have been mostly in the possession of peasant families. 


prising sons ( putta ), fields ( khetta ) and property ( vatthu ). 166 These 
are considered to be matters of concern. For fixing individual 
possession of fields and assessing taxes the knowledge of measure- 
ment was necessary. Methods of calculating the areas of the circle, 
rectangle, etc., or the method of converting circles into squares, 
though prescribed in the religious context in the £>ulvasutras, may 
have arisen in response to the needs of field agriculture. 

Although we have a few instances of grant of revenues of villages 
to some brahman as and set this in Kosala and Magadha, by and 
large the early Pali texts indicate a mode of production in which 
the peasants work their fields themselves. The number of the slaves 
( d&sa ), hired labourers (kammakara ) , and messengers or porters 
(pesanika) , 167 who are mentioned in pre-Maurya strata of the Pali 
texts, seems to have been small. All the same it needs to be emphasized 
that certain peasant families had come to possess land at the cost 
of others, which they had to cultivate with the help of hired 
labourers, a category which does not exist in the Vedic texts. 
Labourers were paid in cash or in kind on daily basis, 168 for which 
it was necessary to measure their labour time. This may have been 
facilitated by the knowledge of tithi or the thirtieth part of a lunar 
month,, of rather its extent over 27 days, which first appears in the 
Gjhyasutras. 169 

The new forces of production released sufficient surplus for the 
rise of a class-based and state-based society in which the religious 
and governing wings of the ruling class could collect taxes, tributes 
and tithes. This benefited not only princes and warriors but also 
priests and monks. The brahmaifical ideologues gave legal and 
religious stamp to the emerging system. They devised and ela- 
borated a social mechanism through which the fruits of economic 
expansion in the age of the Buddha could be cornered by princes 
and priests to the exclusion of peasants and labourers. This unique 
social structure came to be known as the varija system. For the first 
time the functions of the four varflas were defined, so that those 
who were concerned with the distribution and appropriation of the 
social surplus were categorized as higher varijas and those who 
were engaged in primary production as lower var$as. 170 As pea- 
sants, herders and traders the vai4yas became the principal tax- 
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payers, and as slaves and hired labourers the sudras became the 
primary suppliers of labour power. 

We come across many landless people working for their wages, 
but land, cattle and labour, the chief means of subsistence and 
production, were not concentrated in the hands of a few people. 
These were not confined mainly to the two upper var^as, although 
we hear of the slaves and labourers of the Sakya and Koliya chiefs 
working on the lands of their masters. According to the prev aili ng 
Dharma^astra view' the members of the twice-born classes were 
given a general control over the sudras, the chief source of labour 
supply, and consequently an important instrument of production. 
The twice-born needed labour not only for domestic work but also 
for managing their land and cattle. But land and cattle seem to 
have been largely under the possession of the vaisyas, who were the 
principal taxpayers. Excepting the k§atriya nobles and a few brah- 
ma$a families, the members of the two upper varnas as a whole 
did not directly control factors of production, and in this respect 
they did not enjoy the same advantages as the rich citizens of 
Greece and Rome did. But all the same they controlled labour 
power and organized the system of taxation and unilateral gifts 
in such a manner that the sudras had to work as labourers, and the 
main body of the peasantry, the vaisyas, had to husband their 
resources to meet the everpresent and everincreasing demands of 
the state and of the priestly and other religious people. 

The rise of new forces of production in the age of the Buddha led 
to the need for promoting agriculture on the one hand and for 
overcoming the difficulties created by social inequalities on the 
other. The first determined the social outlook of Buddhism, and 
the second affected the social teachings of both Buddhism and 
Brahmanism. The prevalent practice of cattle sacrifice in the garb 
of religion among the followers of the Vedic faith and as a conti- 
nuation of the hunting stage among the non- Vedic tribals did not 
fit in with the need for preserving cattle for agriculture. The early 
Pali texts adopt an anti-sacrifice stance, and the Brahmanadhammika 
Sutta in the Suttanipdta clearly stresses the evil consequences of 
cattle slaughter and states that cattle have to be preserved because 
they confer food, beauty and happiness on the people; it is they 
who are responsible for the growth of plants . 171 It may be noted 
that with the beginning of the iron ploughshare-based agriculture 
the Avesta adopts a similar attitude towards the preservation of 
cattle wealth. 

Early Buddhism suggests some solutions for the problem of 
social inequality. A sutta in the Digha Nikaya stresses the need to 
help herdsmen, fanners, traders, and government employees . 172 
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The Pali texts inculcate the virtue of charity among the laity not 
only for maintaining monks and nuns, who could not be supported 
unless the peasants produced sufficient surplus, but what is more 
important, for feeding parents, dependents including slaves, hired 
labourers, etc., and all needy people. 173 The need for maintaining 
social harmony through gifts and charity was also realized by the 
authors of the Gfhyasutras and Dharmasutras. They also lay stress 
on the need to feed all guests, even a dog or svapdka (considered 
to be the lowest caste) at the end of the nryajna sacrifice, 174 and on 
several other occasions. A law-book enjoins that a householder 
shall never eat without having given away some small portion of his 
food. 175 
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Buddhism arose and flourished in eastern Uttar Pradesh and Bihar, 

✓ 

in the kingdoms of Magadha and Kosala. The Buddha spent most 
of his time in Bihar, and after his death three councils were held 
successively at Rajagrha, Vailall and PStaliputra. Why is it that 
north-eastern India became the cradle of Buddhism in the sixth- 
fourth centuries b.c. ? Did heterodox sects arise merely as a reaction 
to the ritual-ridden religion of the Vedic people? But ritualism was 
far more entrenched in western UP than in eastern UP and Bihar, 
where people reacted against it. In our opinion the real key to the 
understanding of the rise of new religious movements lies in certain 
significant developments in the material life of the people. 

The primary factor that revolutionized the material life of the 
people around 700 b.c. in eastern UP and Bihar was the beginning 
of the use of iron in its second phase. One carbon- 14 date shows the 
advent of iron at Atranjikhera in Eta district in western UP around 
1000 b.c. , but in any case iron implements were used in the 
Gandhara area around 900 b.c. and in western UP around 800 b.c. 
Their use gradually spread to eastern UP, and iron slags found in 
Rajghat suggest that iron ore was brought here for the manu- 
facture of implements around 700 b.c. Similarly the NBP phase in 
Prahladpur in the district of Varanasi marks the advent of iron 
possibly around 500 b.c. We have evidence of iron in Chirand in 
the district of Saran in Bihar in the seventh-sixth centuries b.c., 
and many iron slags and about five implements, mostly unrecogniz- 
able, have been found in Vaiiall and can be ascribed to the sixth 
century b.c. In Sonpur in the district of Gaya in the uppermost 
levels of the pre-NBP phase associated with black-and-red pottery, 
lumps of iron ore and slags have been discovered. This is the earlist 
association of black-and-red ware with iron in south Bihar. The 
NBP phase at this site contains many iron implements such as 
lances, spearheads, arrowheads, daggers, axes, nails, chisels, 
blades, etc. Many iron slags have been found in Bhagalpur at the 



old site of Campa, and belong to the early levels of the NBP which 
has been found in very large numbers there. All this shows that 
there was considerable advance in iron metallurgy in the sixth 
to fifth centuries b.c. 

Plough agriculture, possibly with the iron ploughshare, began 
in western UP around 600 b.c. or later. An iron share belonging 
to the last phase of the PGW (perhaps middle of the first millennium 
b.c. or even later) has been found at Jakhera in Eta district. Another 
share belonging to the NBP level has been found at Kausambl. As 
the new agriculturists advanced further they spread their knowledge 
in eastern UP and Bihar around 600—300 b.c. As shown earlier, 
the literary texts of pre-Maurya times contain several terms indi- 
cating ‘iron share’. The Vinaya Pi taka, which is rather late, talks of 
it in more specific terms. To quote from it: ‘As a ploughshare 
heated the live-long day if placed in water sizzles and hisses and 
sends forth steam and smoke, so did this sugar when placed in the 
water sizzle and hiss and send forth steam and smoke.’ 1 The use of 
the iron axe, share, sickle and other implements led to the clearance 
of the jungles and foundation of large-scale settlements, and intro- 
duced new agricultural techniques, but the existing social and 
ideological make-up of eastern UP and Bihar did not favour these 
developments. Much preparatory work had to be done for the 
adoption of the new ways of agriculture by primitive people, 
who lived in sparsely inhabited upland areas and practised hoe 
agriculture. 

We can visualize the confrontation between the social and 
material culture of the people living on the fringes of the Aryan 
culture in the north-east and using polished tools and weapons 
of stone supplemented by a little copper on the one hand and that 
of iron-using people on the other. The neolithic-chalcolithic people 
of the east — aborigines and non- Aryans — cultivated small patches of 
land in the upland regions by burning the forest and then cutting 
the trees. Their hoe and dibbling stick enabled them to produce 
rice and small millets, all without the help of bullocks, cowdung, 
carts, etc. In other words their agriculture was not bound up with 
animal husbandry. They domesticated cattle not for dairy produce 
and agriculture but for non-vegetarian food, as is even now done 
by the Nagesias in Palamau. This practice was followed by some 
megalithic people living in the Allahabad zone. In the megaliths at 
Kotia, situated on the Belan river, have been found numerous 
bone fragments of domesticated animals including oxen, sheep and 
pigs ’. 2 ‘Some of the bones bore cut-marks indicating thereby 
deliberate slaughter of animals .’ 3 

In the land of Kuru and Pane ala, in western UP, cattle wealth 



was 


being decimated by slaughter in sacrifices, which were pro- 
bably refined and sophisticated methods to meet dietary needs 
during the prefield agriculture stage. This was also the "case in 
eastern UP and Bihar, as is indicated by the Satapatha Brdhmana . 
But once sanctioned by religion these sacrifices became a senseless 
source of the destruction of cattle wealth and consequently an 
impediment to the progress of agriculture. Various types of cattle 
and goats were prescribed in later Vedic texts for sacrifice to 
various gods. A bull or vrsabha was sacrificed to Indra, a dappled 
cow to the Maruts, and a copper-coloured cow to the Alvins. A 
cow was also sacrificed to Mitra and Varui?a. 4 Cattle were sacri- 
ficed on numerous occasions in public rites, and in the aivamedha 
sacrifice as many as 600 animals of various types were killed. 3 
The end of the advamedha was marked by a new sacr ifi ce in which 
2 1 sterile cows were killed. 6 The horse-sacrifice may not have been 
a frequent phenomenon, but cows were killed in several other 
sacrifices which were common and less expensive. The cow was 
sacrificed in the fire-laying ( agnyadheya] ) ceremony which preceded 
all public rituals. 7 We hear of iulagava or the sacrifice 4 of the ox 
on the spit 5 , 8 the sacrifice of a sterile cow or that of 1 1 animals in the 
agnistomap In a later Vedic ritual in the funeral ceremony the 
corpse is garnished with a cow, limb by limb, to protect it against 
the flames. 10 According to one text, in the funeral ceremony 
(Sraddha) at a crossroad a cow is killed, and its members are cut to 
pieces and given to the passers-by. 11 Most authorities consider the 
flesh of certain animals to be pleasing to the manes, and beef is 
thought to be a delicacy for a distinguished guest who is known as a 
killer of the cows {goghna) . l2 

In Vedic and allied texts we come across many terms which 
indicate the practice of cow-killing. For example, we may mention 
govikartaP z (a cow-slaughterer) , gavyaccha 1 4 (one who kills or torments 
a cow), gosava 15 (a cow-sacrifice), and goyajha u (a cow-sacrifice). 
In the Atharva Veda and the Kausika Sutra several terms suggest the 
sacrifice of cattle of various categories. We hear of the offering of 
a white calf ( karkl ), a young ox { anuduha ), a dappled cow {pfsni), 
a bull ( rsabha ) and of a sterile cow {paid). 11 It is suggested that only 
dappled and sterile cows were sacrificed; otherwise all the other 
categories were given to the brahma^as, and even the sterile and 
dappled cows were given. 18 In our opinion, all these types of cattle 
were probably sacrificed in the beginning, but with the growing 
needs of agriculture they may have been given to the brahmaijas. 

In the Satapatha Brdhmana, which was composed around c. 600 
b.c., we notice a debate regarding the eating of beef. In the first 
instance it was argued that a person who is ordained for sacrifice 



should not partake of beef. It was pointed out that milch cows and 
young oxen should not be eaten, but Yajhavalkya argued that he 
would certainly consume beef because it makes the body fat. 19 
It seems that the latter point of view prevailed for a couple of 
centuries or so after the middle of the first millennium b.c., with 


killed at sacrifices, and their meat was eaten by the sacrificers. 20 


apprentices to those butchers engaged in their job on the cross- 
roads are repeatedly used. 21 In the Suttanipata we hear of death 
taking toll of living beings, who are compared to cows meant for 
killing. 22 The same text informs us that advised by the brlhma^as 
Iksvaku performed a sacrifice in which he slaughtered several 
hundreds and thousands of cows. 23 The text bewails that the king, 
caught the cow by their horns and then killed them. It adds that 
cows cause no violence either through their feet, or horns, or any 
other limb, they are innocent like sheep and give so much milk 
that it fills the jar. 24 

The Vedic practice is affirmed by excavations, for animal bones 
from Atranjikhera are largely those of cattle. They bear clear 
cut-marks and mostly antedate 500 b.c. The Vedic religious ideo- 
logy therefore did not suit the iron-plough agriculture which was 
mainly dependent on animal husbandry. Thus both the Vedic and 
non-Vedic practice provided for the killing of cattle, which had to 
be now preserved to meet the needs of the iron plough agriculture. 
In the Suttanipata agriculture is considered to be identical with cow- 
keeping. It is stated that a person who lives on cattle rearing should 
be identified as a cultivator. 25 The concern of the early Pali texts 
for plough agriculture can be inferred from the details given about 
cultivating and sowing. The farmer ( gahapati ) is taught to prepare 
the ground carefully, to sow seeds in a well thoughtout manner, 
and to supply water to the land on time. 26 The importance of agri- 
culture is also evident from the following simile which is used by 
Buddha in course of his religious discourses given to farmer 
BhSradvaja : 

Faith is the seed, and rain the discipline. 

Insight for me is the plough fitted with yoke, 

My pole is conscience and sense-mind the tie, 

And mindfulness my ploughshare and my goad. 27 

In one context the functions of a peasant are considered as form- 
ing an allegorical model to be followed by a monk. A peasant 



pulls off the stalks, winnows away the chaff, collects the rice, 
threshes it out and removes the husks. Thus his crops reach perfec- 
tion. 30 The Aryan disciple is also advised to be similarly active and 
alert for his spiritual growth and final freedom from fetters. 31 
These similes show that the Buddhists considered agricultural 
operations to be extremely important. 

The Buddhist rejection of animal sacrifice and emphasis on non- 
injury to animals assumed a new significance in the context of the 
needs of new agriculture. A faint protest against sacrifice is found 
in some later Vedic references. In the j[jtg Veda the term agknyd or 
‘not to be killed 5 is mostly used for a milk-giving cow, and it general- 
ly occurs in later portions of the text. 32 The same term is also used 
for cattle at several places in the Atharva Veda, 33 which also gives 
considerable evidence of agriculture, but numerous references to 
cattle sacrifice suggest that normally the killing of animals, includ- 
ing numerous cattle, was approved of by the Vedic ideology. In 
sharp contrast to this Gautama Buddha asserts that animal sacrifice 
does not produce any merit. He favours a yajfia (sacrifice) which 
does not involve violence. According to him to dispense charity 
is the greatest yajna. We have the story of a rich brahma^a called 
Uggatasarlra, who collected numerous animals for sacrifice, but 
at the advice of the Buddha released them. This brahmans was 
asked to raise sacrificial fires for the sake of parents; for wife, 
children, servants and retainers (the gahapataggi ) ; and for holy 
men and recluses. 34 

Gautama Buddha pointedly and specifically attacked Vedic 
sacrifices in which animals were killed. It is said that once when 
he was visiting fsravastf, Prasenajit, the king of Kosala, started a 
great sacrifice. In this sacrifice 500 oxen, 500 male calves, 500 
female calves and 500 sheep were tied to the sacrificial post for 
sacrifice. 35 The slaves, messengers and hired labourers of the king, 
threatened by fear and force, were making preparations for this 
sacrifice with tears in their eyes. 36 When this was reported to the 
Master, he remarked that the advamedha , purusamedha, vdjapeya, etc., 
did not produce good results. Sages of good conduct did not pres- 
cribe those sacrifices in which various beings such as goats, sheep 
and cattle were killed. 37 Great sages of good conduct recommended 
those sacrifices in which goats, sheep and cattle were not killed. 38 
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The most emphatic protest against animal sacrifice is registered 
in the early Pali texts. The earliest Buddhist text, the Suttanipdta , 
considers non-violence to be the greatest virtue that has to be 
inculcated among the lay devotees or the updsakas. Next to it is the 
virtue of not accepting anything which has not been given by 
somebody, in other words respecting private property. By means of 
a story in the BrShmanadhammika Sutta of the Suttanipdta , the 
Buddha teaches that cattle should be protected. Talking of ideal 
brahmaijas of older times he states that they performed a sacrifice in 
which cattle were present, but were not killed. 39 Like mother, father, 
brother or other kinsmen, cattle are our great friends, and because 
of them plants grow. They are givers of food, strength, beauty and 
happiness. The Buddha adds that because they realized it the 
br&hmanas did not kill cows. 40 It was thus clearly understood that 
agriculture depended on cattle wealth. The emphasis on protection 
of cattle was certainly revolutionary reaching at a time when cattle 
were slaughtered either for food and religion or both. It may be 
added that Jainism also strongly rejected animal sacrifice as pres- 
cribed by the Vedas. In the 25th chapter of the Uttawdhyayana 
Sutra , which is considered to be one of the earliest Jain canonical 
texts, we find the following: £ The slaughter of animals is presciibed 
in all the Vedas, and it is mixed with a sinful act. These sinful 
acts of the sacrificer cannot protect him (the sacrificer) \ 41 It is 
well known that the Jains tried to practise a more rigorous form 
of non-violence than the Buddhists. In any case we can appreciate 
the relevance of these Jain and Buddhist teachings if we keep in 
mind the needs of animal husbandry. 

Gorakkhd or protection of cattle is regarded as one of the important 
functions of the householder (. gahapati ), and brahmaijical emphasis 
on gorak$a is possibly derived from Jain and Buddhist teachings. 
In the early Pali texts cow-keeping appears as an important func- 
tion of the gahapatis and kulaputtas , and as many as eleven qualities 
of a cowherd are enumerated in the Majjhima NikdyaP 2 A cowherd 
is supposed to be well versed in material shapes, skilled in distin- 
guishing marks, is able to remove flies’ eggs, and knows how to 
attend to sores and can perform fumigation. He has to be familiar 
with fords, watering places and pastures, and has to be able to spot 
the bulls that can lead the herd . 43 

Cattle wealth had to be preserved for agriculture but dietary 
needs had also to be met . 44 The Buddhists possibly preferred pork 
to beef. At least two references lend support to this hypothesis. 
Ugga, a householder of VaiSall, is said to have offered to the 
Buddha, rice, cakes, flesh of pigs, and KSsi robes ; 46 the tradition 





Agriculture based on the use of the iron share, sickle, spade, etc., 
led to the production of surplus on a scale which could not be 
attained with stone or copper implements. This prepared the 
ground for the rise of urban settlements in north-eastern India 
around 600 b.c. The Pali texts speak of twenty towns, six of them 
being associated with the death of the Buddha. Archaeology shows 
a large number of towns in the middle Gahga basin during this 
period. At least ten urban sites such as Campa, Rajagfha, Patali- 
putra (though later), Variall, Varanasi, KausambX, Kuslnagara, 
and £>r5vastl are attested not only by the early Pali texts but als o 
by archaeology. In addition we may mention Chirand, Sringaver- 
pur, Piprahwa and Tilaurakot. The remains of Lauriyanandangarh 
also show that it was a town. Whatever may be the origin of a 
town, it eventually became a market. Obviously artisans and traders 
called set this accounted for a large proportion of the city popula- 
tion and were engaged in trade and industry. Trade was facilitated 
by the use of punchmarked coins which are stratigraphically ascrib- 
ed to the fifth century b.c. and may have appeared earlier. More 
than three hundred hoards of punchmarked coins are known, 46 
and many of these have been found in the middle Gangetic zone. 
Although certain terms in later Vedic literature are interpreted to 
suggest the use of coins, actual coins are not found before the age 
of the Buddha. A new kind of pottery, called Northern Black 
Polished Ware, which could be used for ritualistic or table pur- 
poses, first appeared in this period and may have helped trade. 
This glossy, shining pottery with its very fine fabric suggests that it 
was used by well-to-do sections of society. It may therefore have 
been an item of trade. Slags discovered suggest that iron tools were 
made at various urban sites, and may have been an important 
factor in the improvement of transport and other aspects of trade 
and manufacture. 

The br5hma$ical attitude towards trade, as known from the 
Dharmasutras, was not helpful. The earliest law-books prescribe 
trade and agriculture for the vaisyas, who are assigned the third 
place in society, the first two being reserved for the brahmanas and 
ksatriyas. In times of distress the brahmanas are permitted to trade, 
but this is of a limited nature. They cannot trade in men, liquids, 
perfumes, cloth, leather, foodgrains, etc. 47 Apparently the traders 
who dealt in these commodities were looked down upon in brah- 
maiiical society. The inhabitants of Bihar — Magadha and Anga — 
were held in contempt because they traded in certain articles. 
Baudhayana, an early lawgiver, ascribes mixed origin to the people 
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of Anga and Magadha and also to the people of some other out- 
lying areas on the fringe of Aryandom at the end of the later Vedic 
period and declares them to be guilty of drinking liquor, trading 
in wool, in animals such as the horse, and in arms, and of going to 
sea. Anthropologists attribute the art of coastal navigation to the 
Dravidians, but sea voyage (satnudra-sa my ana) is condemned as a 
sinful practice by Baudhayana . 48 In contrast to this the early 
Buddhist texts record several instances of sea voyage with a sense 
of approval. 

Although the first converts to monaslicism were five persons 
called the pancavargiya bhiksu , who formed the order of the monks 
(, bhiksu samgha ), 49 not much is known about their antecedents 
from the earlier texts. In the Jataka Nidanakathd and in other com- 
mentaries they are represented as brahman as , 50 but it is doubtful 
whether they belonged to the first varna . 51 It is significant that the 
first lay converts to Buddhism were recruited from the trading class. 
Tapassu and Bhallika from Utkala are represented to have been the 
first lay disciples, and they are called traders ( vanija ). 52 In many 
dialogues of the early canonical Pali texts the Buddha enters into 
disputations with various brahmanas regarding the utility of animal 
sacrifice and the validity of the element of heredity in the caste 
system, and eventually he succeeds in convincing them of his own 
point of view. It is natural that five brahmanas are represented 
among the earliest monks, but the largest number of monks at the 
initial stage seems to have come from the class of traders and 
substantial peasants ( gahapati ). One of the earliest monks was Yasa, 
a householder fromBanaras. He was followed by his friends Vimala, 
Subahu, Purnajina and Gavampati, who obviously were also 
set this. When it was known that these people had been converted 
to Buddhism, fifty other householders (, gihisahdyaka ) came forward 
and were indoctrinated by the Buddha . 53 The liberal donations 
of Anathapindika and other lay merchant millionaires to the 
Buddha and his order can be better appreciated if we bear in 
mind the brahmanical attitude to trade. 

Trade involved the use of money, which led to moneylending and 
usury. The idea of debt is found in the Vedic texts, but the idea of 
interest does not appear clearly. In simpler societies debt is practised 
as a form of mutual aid and reciprocal lending. At any rate in 
the absence of money there could be no moneylending in Vedie 
society; at best niskas or golden necklaces may have circulated as 
prestige objects among tribal chiefs and their priests. But with the 
advent of metal money in the sixth century b.c. there began the 
practice of usury. However the existing social ideology did not favour 
lending money on interest. An early lawgiver, Apastamba, lays down 



7 JS 




as mortgage, pres 

Some authorities lav 

* 

charged by the lender for one year ; 55 this shows that the intro- 
interest was only 
texts repeatedly 




t an 


interest. Speaking of her previous birth a nun complains that bom 
as a girl in a carter’s family she was much oppressed by creditors. 
Because of the large amount of interest that had accumulated a 
caravan-leader dragged her off from her family house . 56 The 
Vedic texts mention loans in the context of games of dice, but the 
Pali texts show that loans were taken for setting up business. A 
person could promote his business with a loan, pay off the old debt 
and also save surplus to maintain his family . 57 Significantly enough 
moneylending is not condemned in Buddhist texts. The Buddhist 


not include usury. On the other hand the Buddha advises the house- 
holder to repay his debts and bars admission of a debtor to the 
samgha. A person free from debt is shown as enjoying his food , 59 
which implies that people were encouraged to clear off their debts. 
The Dlgha JVikaya indicates that paying off debts brings a sense of 
great relief. Free from debt, an ideal caravan leader roams in the 
world like a brave conqueror . 60 Of various types of pleasures recom- 
mended for a householder is the one derived from freedom from 
indebtedness, dnanyasukham . If a person owes neither little nor much 
to anybody, he enjoys pleasure and mental peace . 61 The fact that 
a separate sutta is devoted to the virtues of freedom from indebted- 
ness implies the necessity of paying off debts. What is more signi- 
ficant, a trader is asked to create in others the confidence that he is 
capable of paying back the debt along with the interest . 62 The 
Buddha therefore emphasizes not only payment of debt but also 
that of interest. Thus Buddhism gave implicit support and also 
direct encouragement to lending money on interest which was 
discouraged and even condemned by the brahma^ical law-books. 

By implication some Buddhist teachings occurring in the I$$a 
Sutta suggest that neither poverty nor indebtedness is desirable. 
It is stated that a poor person having incurred debt lives in it in 
suffering; in this sense both poverty and borrowing; cause misery . 63 
Further the person in debt has to be at the beck and call of the 
creditor, and he is subjected to labour or confined to prison, 
and consequently misery becomes binding . 64 According to this 
teaching a monk who is not devoted to dhamma is compared to a 



In certain respects the behaviour pattern of an ideal trader is 
recommended in Buddhist teachings as a model for a monk. The 


first Papajjika Sutta states that the shopkeeper who neglects his duties 
in the morning, at midday and in the evening does not prosper, 
and the same is true of the monk who does not follow a similar 


kind of daily routine. 86 More importantly, early Buddhist teachings 
seem to recommend a number of tips for success in trade. A 
trader needs three qualities — vision, shrewdness and ability to inspire 


dity, the price at which it arrives and the price which will give him 
profit. 68 Shrewdness consists in his skill in selling and purchasing 
commodities. 69 Confidence is inspired not only by trading with 
borrowed money but also by supporting one’s son and wife and also 
by repaying the borrowed money with interest on time. 70 Such a 
shopkeeper soon becomes great and wealthy. The monks are also 
advised to emulate these qualities of a shopkeeper so that they may 
understand the nature of dukkha or misery, acquire proficiency in 
dhamma, and take good care of the monks who arrive from 
outside. 71 In all these respects the small trader or the shopkeeper is 
held as a model for the monk, although the former is fully absorbed 
in worldly affairs and the latter is a renouncer. 

The urban setting in the age of the Buddha gave rise to certain 
features of town life which did not find favour with the brahmanical 
outlook conditioned by a simple agricultural society. Eating houses, 
a common trait of town life, were not considered to be desirable. 
People of higher classes (most probably bra.hma5.as) were advised 
by Apastamba not to eat food prepared in shops, 72 although some 
items were made the exception; 73 this shows some prejudice against 
the new shopping class and the mode of life in urban settlements in 
general. But the Buddhist texts do not exhibit such an attitude. 

The urban surroundings and break-up of the old tribal family 
created a class of alienated women who took to prostitution as a 
source of livelihood. Early Pali texts refer to prostitutes living in 
towns. Vaiiall became famous because of Amrapali, who charged 
fifty kahapanas a night from her patrons. This prompted BimbisSra, 
the king of Magadha and a contemporary of the Buddha, to get a 
courtesan for his own city of Rajagfha. 74 But prostitution was held 
in contempt by the brShma^ical expounders of law. According to 
Baudhayana the food offered by a prostitute ( ganika ) is 
forbidden, and the lawgiver Gautama 75 asks a brahmana not to 
take food offered by a prostitute or unchaste women. This may be 




fication for the origin of the k§atriya ruling class by painting in detail 
a state of misery brought to an end through the establishment of 
the k§atriya rule. The ksatriya is clearly stated to be the protector 
of fields which were occupied by individuals in north-eastern India 
in the age of the Buddha. 76 Ability to pay taxes is considered by 
the Buddha as one of the five fruits of wealth 77 and is meant to serve 
the political order based on regular taxes. 

It is difficult to clearly indicate the time lag between the advent of 
substantial settlements based on iron share cultivation and paddy 
transplantation in the middle Gangetic zone on the one hand 
and the social and religious changes on the other. Whatever may be 
the exact date of Gautama Buddha, his teachings or what came to 
constitute the original Buddhism took shape in the texts which are 
assigned to the fifth and fourth centuries b.c. The Buddhist rejection 
of animal sacrifice and the accent on non-killing of cattle is evident 
in the Suttanipata , most portions of which belong to pre-Maurya 
times. But the Vinaya Pi taka, which enables us to analyse the lay 
following of the Buddha and the social dimensions of recruitment 
in the Buddhist order, may have been a work of c. 300 b.c. or of 
Maurya times. The Vinayas do not continue their historical records 
beyond the time of the Vai^all council, 78 which was convened 100 or 
110 years after the death of the Buddha or around 386 b.c. or 376 
b.c . 79 The socio-economic nature of Buddhism, as we discern it in the 
Vinaya and some texts anterior to it, shows its clear linkages with the 
type of material life that developed in the middle Gangetic basin. 
We have discounted the doubts expressed about the effective use of 
iron in this zone before c. 300 b.c. or so. 80 In any case the socio- 



economic aspects of Buddhism, discussed by us, are found in the 
texts which are not much older than c. 300 b.c. Roughly there might 
be a difference of about a century or so between what happened 
in the material and the religious fields. Buddhism may well be 
regarded as a product of the material milieu created by the second 
phase of the iron age. Negatively it undermined the social and 
religious practices which hampered the growth of the new material 
culture and it lent positive support to a detribalized class-based 
and state-based socio-economic formation that was reared during 
the second iron phase. 

The new agriculture, trade, and the advent of coins naturally 
enabled both rulers and traders to accumulate wealth and gave rise 
to economic inequalities. Persons possessing eighty koti of wealth 
are frequently mentioned in the Buddhist birth-stories. Buddhism 
suggests some remedy for poverty. In the Dlgha Nikaya a prince is 
advised not to appropriate something which is not given to him. It 
is said in this text that if the poor are not able to produce wealth, it 
leads to poverty, which is at the root of immorality, theft, falsehood, 
violence, hatred, cruelty, etc. To eradicate such crimes the Buddha 
advises that farmers should be provided with grain and other 
facilities, traders with capital, and labourers with adequate wages. 
These measures are recommended by the Buddha for eradicating 
poverty from the life of a person in this world. In the next world 
also prospects are held for the poor. It is said that if the poor give 
alms to monks they are reborn wealthy. 81 

Finally, we might consider the code of conduct prescribed for 
monks and their followers. Rules were laid down to regulate the 
conduct of individual monks as well as their collective functioning 
in the satngha. This code seems to have been determined by the 
material background during the sixth-fifth centuries b.c. in north- 
eastern India. The code imposed restrictions on the dress, food, 
housing and sexual behaviour of the monks. Gautama Buddha lays 
down detailed rules about the clothing of the monks. These are 
in keeping with developments in weaving, spinning and dyeing in 
all of which great proficiency had been attained. The Vinaya Pit aka 
speaks of four varieties of clothing including cotton and woollen 
textiles, and as many as ten types of colour meant for dyeing. 82 
Clothing is considered so important the Vinaya Pi / aka devotes a 
whole chapter to it. The robe of a monk is a patchwork, for torn 
pieces of cloth are sewn together like the patches of paddy fields, 
and the colour of the robe is like that of the ripe paddy crop. Rules 
prescribing the clothing of monks reflect some kind of protest against 
the possibilities of using new varieties of textiles and leather goods 
which naturally would be considered luxuries in the context of the 



valkala and the Jain ascetics kept themselves naked. But, for the 
Buddhist monks the Buddha recommends three pieces of clothing , 83 
which obviously was the clothing used by an ordinary person. In 
respect of both food and clothing the Buddha suggests that the needs 
of the monks should be those of an ordinary poor person and not of a 
rich person. The use of cloth therefore is accepted on a li mi ted 
scale and reflects a compromise with the realities of this situation. 
As it appears from the Vinaya Pit aka, M at a later stage the monks 
were allowed to use clothing made of six types of textiles including 
cotton, wool and hemp. 

The personal property of the monks was confined to robes, bowl, 
bed and medicine. Like Spartan citizens, they could not accept gold 
and silver in transactions and, like brahma$as, they could not take 
to buying and selling. These rules were relaxed a century after the 
death of the Buddha, but the early rules envisage a kind of primitive 
communism based on low standards of pre-field agriculture, and 
of pre-trade, tribal life. The code of conduct for mo nks reflects, to 
some extent, a reaction against new elements in material life such 
as the use of money, private property, better standards of living, etc. 
In terms of those days these would be regarded as luxuries. However 
these rules do not visualize a complete return to pastoral and pre- 
field agriculture life. The Patimokkha section of the Vinaya Pitaka 
records many instances of transgressions of the rules ordained by 
the Buddha. Monks are punished for offences committed against 
family and property and the social order dominated by the king, 
and the laity who want to get rid of their social obligations or 
the punishments imposed on them for violating the social norms 
are not admitted to the saipgha. The order has no place for debtors, 
slaves, robbers, thieves, soldiers, convicts, killers of parents, and 
those under twenty years of age . 85 Even ordinary householders are 
not to be admitted to it without the permission of their parents . 88 

It may be noted that most categories which are denied admission 
to the Jain monk order are almost the same as the Buddhist ones. 
Jainism forbids the admission of children, the old, the impotent , 87 
fools, the diseased, thieves, offenders against the state, the intoxicat- 
ed, people incapable of philosophical understanding, slaves, the wick- 
ed, the ignorant, the indebted, untouchables ( juijigita ), prisoners, 
persons stricken with fear and the abducted disciple . 88 It seems that 
in later commentaries the ter mjumgita is explained as covering those 
who are vitiated because of their caste, action and body . 89 This 
category includes not only untouchables such as mdtanga, fishermen 
(. kolika ), baruda, tailors, dyers, etc., but also certain touchable castes 
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who are engaged in keeping birds and practising bamboo-works 
acrobatics, etc. ; this category also includes the handicapped. 90 It is 
likely that all the castes and professions covered by the term junigita 
did not exist in pre-Maurya times, though some untouchables appear 
in this period. Although in respect of admission to its Order Buddhism 
seems to have been more liberal, the admission criteria of both 
Jainism and Buddhism, by leaving some scope for the escape of the 
dissatisfied, helped the consolidation of the essentials of the class- 
divided social formation, which had emerged in post-Vedic times. 
Both Jain and Buddhist rules clearly accepted the new position, in 
which important social obligations had to be carried out to the 
advantage of some and to the disadvantage of many. 

The rules and teachings meant for the lay followers of Buddhism 
took full account of the new changes and ideologically strengthened 
them. Gautama Buddha attaches the greatest weight to the practice 
of non-violence in the day-to-day conduct of the upasaka. It is said 
that the lay devotee should perform five sacrifices, to relatives, guests 
and ancestors, king and the gods. In addition to this the householder 
is asked to support his clan, family, friends, slaves and hired labourers 
and to protect himself. 91 Learning of crafts is repeatedly recom- 
mended as an important duty of the householder; one of the earliest 
references is found in the MahSmangala Sutta of the Suttanipata. 
The Buddha lays down the economic functions of the housewife too . 
Girls and brides when they go to their husbands’ houses are asked 
to honour parents, sramanas and brahma^as. They are advised to 
pursue the crafts, involving cotton or wool, produced by their 
husbands. Further, they are asked to acquire full proficiency in these 
crafts, implying weaving and spinning, and they are instructed to 
lend their full cooperation in organizing them. They are also asked to 
be fully posted with the activities of the servants of their husbands. 02 
Gautama Buddha also prescribes the duties of a widow. According 
to him a widow should be deft in weaving and in preparing balls 
of wool so that she may support her children after the death of her 
husband. 93 The economic aspect of the functions recommended by 
the Buddha for the householders and their wives apparently aim at 
stabilizing the social order which arose in the second phase of the 
iron age. 

Since Buddhist teachings were propagated by puritan monks they 
made a greater impact on the common people. The day-to-day 
puritan conduct of the monks certainly appealed to lay followers, 
who could easily see the sharp contrast between it and the greedy 
life of the brahmanas. So, although the code of conduct prescribed 
for the monks was different from that meant for lay men, the two 
together basically served the same purpose, the stabilization and 
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promotion of new elements in the material life of people in middle 
Gangetic plains during the sixth and fifth centuries b.c. 

Undoubtedly the objective of the Buddha’s teachings was to 
secure the salvation ( nirvana ) of the individual. Accustomed to the 
old ways of life some individuals found it difficult to adjust them- 
selves to the break-up of the old tribal society caused by new material 
conditions which gave rise to gross social inequalities. For them 
permanent escape suggested a way out of this state of misery. But 
this was meant mainly for monks, not for the lay followers of 
Buddhism. Whatever may have been the ultimate objectives of 
Buddhism, ordinary people, whose support really mattered to the 
new religion, were certainly attracted towards it because of its 
successful response to the challenge posed by the social developments 
generated by the material conditions created by the use of iron, 
plough agriculture, and coins and by the rise of towns in eastern 
UP and Bihar. The only price they had to pay for it was to reserve 
a part of their produce as alms to the monks, who had renounced 
production activities but not the fruits of production. Buddhism 
boosted the new forces of production and supported the resultant 
polity and society, which could spare sufficient alms for subsistence. 
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societies* Although women and sudras, who accounted for the over- 
whelming majority of the population in ancient times as they do 
even now, were excluded from Vedic studies and the recitation of 
mantras, from the Gupta period onwards they were permitted to 
listen to the stories and teachings of the epics and the Pura$as. 
The Ramdyana taught the people that the son must obey the father, 
the wife must obey the husband, the younger brother must obey the 
elder brother, the disciple must obey the teacher, the subjects must 
obey the king and everybody must obey the dharma laid down in 
the DharmasSstras. Dharma demanded that the member of a var$a 
or social class must carry out the duties assigned to him by the 
social order. The Ramayana contains the story of a sudra ascetic 
Jsambuka who was killed by R3ma because he arrogated to himself 
the practice of asceticism to which he was not entitled. By and large 
this epic symbolizes the values of a class-divided patriarchal society. 


bharata that it came to be called the Veda. On account of its en- 
cyclopaedic character it was stated that there is no aspect of know- 
ledge which is not found in the Mahabharata ; whatever is not in it 
does not exist. The Mahabharata tells the story of a long conflict 
between the Paij^avas who stand for dharmic values and the Kauravas 
who oppose them in several respects. Yudhi§fhira, the leader of the 
Pa^davas, is called dharmardja or the great upholder of dharma; on 
the other hand Duryodhana, the leader of the Kauravas, is associated 
with all kinds of undharmic practices, perhaps of a bygone age. One 
of the important byproducts of the main narrative in the Maha- 
bhdrata is the Bhagavad Gita, in which Kr§ija emphasizes the merit of 
and necessity of carrying out var$a duties so much so that according 
to him it is meritorious to lay down even one’s life in pursuance of 
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one’s assigned duties. He further stresses that one should be con- 
cerned with performing one’s duties regardless of rewards or 
consequences. Contentment offers the greatest measure of happiness. 
The epics justify the rule of the king on the ground that he 
upholds the patriarchal family, protects private property and en- 
forces varna dharma, and therefore occasionally the king is called 
Visnu. Obviously the preserving and protecting functions of this god 
were conceived on the analogy of royal functions. 


portions of the epics contain many things which seem to be at 
variance with such a society. Many incongruities arise in the epics 
because of the mixture of the archaic practices of a tribal and stateless 
society with those of a patriarchal, var$a~divided and state-based 
society. A well known case is that of DraupadI having five husbands, 
which suggests that the Pan^avas were a polyandrous hill people and 
may not have been the cousins of the Kauravas. It suggests the 
existence of some kind of matrilineal society which does not fit in 
with the patriarchal ethos of the great epic. The story of the birth 
of the five Pandava brothers through levirate (niyoga) also contains 
remnants of matrilineal practices. This may be also true of the 
mythical GautamI or Jatila who is credited with having seven 
husbands. 1 

In the present form the epics belong to the first four Christian 
centuries. They contain the main narrative, descriptive accounts and 
didactic material. The main narrative is interspersed with many 
mythologies. The main narrative of the Mahabhdrata might contain 
genuine echoes of earlier times. It might reflect the tribal state of 
affairs in later Vedic times, but its descriptive and didactic details 
relate to the developed societies of post-Maurya and Gupta times. 
Thus the Santi Parva and Anusasana Parva of the Mahabhdrata are 
called pseudo-epic by Hopkins, 2 who applies the same description to 
the fourteenth-fifteenth books. 3 He also discards the Harivarn&a 
and the last two books. 4 Further, Hopkins is inclined to put the 
greater part of the first book into the same list as that of the last. 5 
Similarly the Bala Kan 4 a and the Uttar a Kanda of the Ramayana 
seem to belong to Gupta times. 

What came to be known as the Mahabhdrata originally consisted 
of only 8800 verses, and the text was called Jay a or Itihasa. Then it was 
enlarged to 24,000 verses, and came to be known as the Bhdrata. 
Finally it was inflated to 100,000 verses, and came to be called the 
Mahabhdrata in Gupta times. A critical edition of this epic has been 
prepared after 40 years’ labour by collating about 40 manuscripts, 
and it contains 78,675 verses. Out of these only 20,000 verses 



cover the conflict between the Kauravas and the Pan^avas. What 
began as an Itihdsa-PuTd.ua ended as a great kdvya or a work of 
artificial poetry. Therefore so long as the various strata of the 
text are not isolated from one another it will be difficult to make 
use of the great epic for the reconstruction of any social or cultural 
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verses. Usually additions in ancient Indian texts were made at the 
beginning and at the end, but even the middle portions were not 
spared. There have been interpolations galore in the epics and the 
Puraijas. They can be identified on the basis of content, style and 
vocabulary. While the epics record the events in the past tense, the 
Pura$as do so in the future tense long after the events had taken 
place. The process of interpolation went on right up to the late 
nineteenth century. One version of the present Bhavisyat Parana 
states that Queen Victoria would rule India. Therefore in their 
present forms the epics and similar texts pose a great challenge to 
critical scholars who have to expose the various layers found in 
them. The Ur-Mahdbhdrata or the Jaya-Samhitd tries to restore the 
archaic atmosphere in many respects, but students of social 
evolution cannot afford to miss those portions of the Mahdbhdrata 
which have been discarded either in the preparation of this text or 
even in that of the Critical Edition. 

In the case of the Ramayana it is difficult to vouch for the histori- 
city of the main narrative. The whole thing is so much overlaid with 
myths involving monkeys and demons that their rationalization by 
historians is not an easy task. Those who wish to apply to the 
Ramayana myths the anthropological theory that myths and rituals 
have their roots in reality and that they are illusory representations 
of human experience in man’s encounter with man or nature 7 may 
face difficulties of analysis and interpretation. 

While the didactic and descriptive portions of the Mahdbhdrata 
can be used for indicating the social and cultural trends in pre- 
Maurya, post-Maurya and Gupta times, it is difficult to determine 
the historicity of its main narrative portion dealing with the conflict 
between the Kauravas and the Pan$avas and attribute it to any 


independent direct evidence for the Great War is wanting. 



War did take place, and several methods have been adopted to fix 
its date. Astronomical details about the time when it took place are 
adduced to fix its date around 3120 and 2449 b.c. These details 
were invented much later, and obviously there cannot be two dates 
for the same event. The mention of some important Mahabharata 
personalities in later Vedic texts is taken as evidence of the great 
antiquity of the war, but these texts belong to 700-600 b.c. Further, 
on the basis of lists of kings and teacher-pupil lists furnished by the 
Pura^as the date of the war is fixed between 1400 b.c. and 950 b.c., 
but the same list does not occur in all the texts, and we cannot dis- 
count the possibility of fictitious lineages. Sober historians place the 
event in the middle of the tenth century b.c., which is the utmost that 
can be said about its dating. 

Inscriptions found in Western Asia have been of help in determi- 
ning the date of the Rg Feda, but no such help is available for fixing 
the date of the Bharata battle. The Harappan inscriptions, which 
were discovered about more than half a century ago, have yet to be 
deciphered. And during the 1500 years that elapsed between the 
eighteenth century b.c. when the Harappa culture came to an end 
and the 3rd century b.c. when Asokan inscriptions appeared we 
know of no inscriptions in this country. This is in sharp contrast to 
the history of Egypt and Mesopotamia, where there is a continuity of 
epigraphs. The only inscription which speaks of the Bharata battle 
is the Aihole inscription of the Calukya king Pulake&n of a.d. 
634-35. It states that at that time 3735 years had passed since 
the Bharata War. According to this the date of the war would work 
out at 3102 B.c. But a tradition recorded as late as the seventh 
century a.d cannot be relied upon. 

Nor can the problem of the happening of the event or its exact 
date be solved by archaeology. Vertical diggings made in the Kuru- 
Panc&la region give us some idea about the material culture of 
that area in the first half of the first millennium b.c. If we assume 
that the Mahabharata war took place around 1000 b.c. we find it 
difficult to reconcile the material culture revealed by archaeology 
with that which can be extrapolated from the didactic and descrip- 
tive portions of the great epic, especially in respect of crafts and the 
use of weapons. The didactic and descriptive portions presuppose 
the existence of towns which are not found in the tenth century b.c. 
Nor does the material culture described in a large portion of the 
Mahabharata correspond to that described in the later Vedic texts. 
The war took place in the Kuruk§etra area in Haryana and involved 
chiefly the princes and tribes of western UP, Delhi, Panjab and the 
adjoining areas of Rajasthan, although in the book the princes of 
almost the whole country are made to join the war. For such a 



the time when we notice the use of iron for purposes of war in the 
Mahahharata regions for the first time. This roughly fits in with the 
evidence regarding the use of iron objects on the Afghanistan 
borders and in Pakistan. If the date of the Bharata War is placed 
around 950 b.c., we can say that the Mahahharata heroes used iron 
weapons. We may suggest that these weapons enabled the Kuru- 


Hitherto for purposes of research each epic has been treated as a 
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ladder by way of the elaboration of the concepts of ‘band’, ‘tribe’, 
‘chiefdom’, ‘state’, etc., and because of more thorough field work a 


of tribal economy, which is no longer called communistic. We are 
also better informed about the organization of the tribal people 
who are no longer called primitive. The plurifunctional role of 
kinship is emphasized ever more than before. Although very few 
social anthropologists are worried about the processes through 
which one stage of society passes into or is superseded by the other, 
many admit the general fact of evolution and also the fact that 



matrilineal society was followed by patrilineal society, and tribal 
society by class-divided and state-based society. The Marxian 
concepts of class and state and of their emergence are sometimes 
criticized, and sometimes supported by introducing the new results 
of tribal studies , 8 but they are never ignored. Many anthro- 
pologists and sociologists see only a two-stage evolution. They 
distinguish between status and contract sociedes, sacred and secular 
societies, traditional and bureaucratic societies, folk society and 
urban civilization . 9 But these categories are too broad for those 
historians who try to investigate the nature of social formations in 
the light of the mode of production. Their comparative studies 
leave little doubt that there were more than two stages of social 
evolution. 

We may now see whether some trends of social evolution can be 
detected in the epics. For the world as a whole, lineage descent 
has slipped from matrilineal to patrilineal forms along with the 
appearance of complex forms of economy and government , 10 
although even in matrilineal societies the male element dominates. 
The polyandry of Draupadi and the case of niyoga or levirate 
through which the five Paijdava brothers were born certainly points 
to a stage of society in which matrilineal practices were con- 
sidered important. Of course there is no dearth of references under- 
lining the importance of the patriarchal family in the Mahabharata 
and particularly in the Ramayana. Some tribal marriage practices 
are found in the great epic. For example, we hear of payment for 
establishing connections with an outsider called janya (different 
from membership of the tribe or jana) through marriage. This 
payment was the responsibility of the whole kin (jndtidevam) , 1X 
which again affirms the anthropological finding that marriage was 
a form of exchange of women between kin-based groups, 
although in some matrilineal societies it may be an exchange of 
men. 

The Mahabharata gives us clear indications of two types of society, 
one tribal, and the other a territorial and varna-divided state- 
based society with a system of taxation, a professional army and 
an administrative apparatus based on the council of ministers and 
local administrators. The later type of society appears mainly in 
the Santi Parva and the Anusasana Parva , 12 though references are not 
wanting in the other books of the Mahabharata. It was clearly under- 
stood that, although taxes constitute the very basis of the state, 
they can be raised only from settlements, rural and urban, which 
need favourable attention 13 (which indicates tax concessions) 
.according to the capacity of the state. In this sense therefore the 
territorial aspect of the state was considered to be crucial. The 




varna division assumed importance in the sense that onlv those 
who practised farming and cattle rearing and carried on trade were 
generally the source of all taxes. Known by the collective name of 
the vaisyas they were almost exclusively identical with the tax- 
payers. Hopkins was perhaps the first to draw attention to this 
fact 14 in the context of the didactic portions of the Mah&hhd: at a, 
but a discussion of the evidence needs repetition. It is stated, for 
example, that a vaisya who gives a part of his agricultural product 
to the brahmana after he has taken out the sixth part (apparently 
for tax to the state) is released from sin . 15 It is significant that this 
involves a double burden on the peasantry which has to support 
both priests and princes including warriors, officials and various 
kinds of state functionaries. Such a burden however is not imposed 
on the sudras, who are asked to give cereals {anna) only to priests . 16 
The vaisyas appear as typical taxpayers, to the exclusion of all the 
remaining three var$as, in a context in which various tribute- 
paying princes are compared to taxpaying vaisyas . 17 We further 





may be considered to be the counterpart of the vaisya, and he is 
described as a cultivator who pays tax and contributes to the 
increase in cereal production . 19 Hopkins, who has made a careful 
and thorough study of the problem, is right to infer that the soldiers 
were practically exempt from taxation, and that the priests (unless 
degraded) were exempt by divine law . 20 His conclusion that all 
taxes 4 are drawn from the third estate or people-caste’ (vaisyas ) 21 
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tions were performed by people along with many hired labourers , 22 
It was added that if those following these occupations slackened 
their efforts, the king would be blamed for this . 23 

It seems that in the age of the Buddha and later, till the end of 
the Gupta period, the peasantry mainly consisted of the vaisyas 
who were the principal taxpayers. In addition, they had to pay to 
the monks and brahma$as on various occasions. On top of ail 
this, on grounds of religious performances the king could collect 
taxes from the vaisyas and Sudras. In the apaddharma section of 
the §anti Parva it is laid down that if a vaisya does not perform 
sacrifice in spite of his possessing many cattle, the king shall seize 
property from his family for the purpose of sacrifice . 24 For this 
purpose the king is advised to seize provisions even from the house 
of a £udra . 25 There is a general prescription that from all those who 



(hinakarmanah) , provisions can be forcibly taken away from the 
threshing floor, farm land, warehouse or from the place where 
these are available . 26 It will therefore appear that religion provided 


rightly points out that ‘the soldiering was done by the standing 
army and mercenary troops 5 . 27 According to him ordinary people 
(evidently vaifyas and iudras) could form part of ‘the resisting 
mass 5 but they could not be ‘individually marked as fighters, like 
the warriors 5 . 28 Several injunctions in the Sabha Parva stress the 
necessity of providing suitable salary and food provisions for 
members of the army on time . 29 It is stated that if timely payment to 
the employees is not made, on account of their miserable condition 
the employer incurs their displeasure or encounters their resistance . 30 
It is further advised that the king should provide for the 
maintenance of the wives of those who have been killed on the 
battlefield . 31 In some cases it is also recommended that armymen 
should be paid in advance . 32 

It is not our purpose to describe the administrative machinery 
outlined in the didactic sections. Suffice it to say that concern was 
shown not only about paying the officers but also conferring more 
honour and salary on those whose work was considered com- 
mendable . 33 All that has been stated above is sufficient to demon- 
strate the presence of strong elements of a class-divided and state- 
based society in the Mahabharata. 

But many references found in the didactic and other parvas 
contain traces of a tribal society, which certainly antedated such a 
developed society. In many verses the king is called visampati or 
head/protector of the tribe . 34 This title as well as janeivara®* applied 
to the king clearly brings out the tribal character of the kingly 
authority which amounted to chiefdom. If we look at the alignment 
of princes in the Great War, it is not based on the man data theory 
of interstate relations as propounded in the Arthasdstra of Kautilya 
or the didactic portion of the Mahabharata. Each one of the camps 
of the PS^davas and the Kauravas was mainly formed of their 
kinsmen and relatives on the maternal and paternal sides . 36 Deep 
attachment to his kith and kin on the one hand and the necessity of 
performing his duties as a member of the k§atriya varfla or warrior 
class on the other created a moral dilemma for Arjuna, which was 
eventually solved at the cost of kinship relations. At any rate, the 
element of kinship played a vital role in the mobilization of the 



society but was an attribute of a complex, non-tribal, stale society 
of post-Vedic times. 

Fighting and administration came to be regarded as die exclu- 
sive functions of an order called the k§atriyas only with the establish- 
ment of the varna-divided society. Several rituals in the epics 
suggest that even agriculture w r as practised by princes. Janaka 
ploughed the sacrificial ground and Duryodhana was advised to 
do so. 3 ' Vidura, who was considered to be a very wise person, 
advises the king to take to agriculture, while his father, mother , 33 
friend, sons and servants are asked to adopt other professions. 
Although this advice may not apply fully to a tribal society, it does 


so far as the attitude towards manual labour was concerned. That 
at an earlier stage fighting was not the exclusive function of any 
class or the other but of the whole community can also be inferred 
from a challenge thrown up by a prince called Dambodhava 39 to 
members of all the varijas. ‘Is there one that wields a weapon and 
is equal to me in fight, either a sudra or a vai^ya or a k§atriya or a 
brahmana 5 ? 40 The challenge seems to recall the time when all 
members of the tribe took up arms without any distinction being 
conferred on any of its parts. 


other hand in consonance with tribal practice he consults his 
kinsmen and friends. It is also interesting to note that in the 
booty captured by a member of the kin all the other kinsmen claim 
equal share. This point is forcefully made out when Draupadl is 
won by Arjuna. The Pancala king was told that it was the law 


The rajasuya sacrifice celebrated by Yudhi§fhira shows the nature 
of gifts and tributes to which a big tribal chief was entitled. These 
were called ball but comprised mainly ratnd 42 or prestige objects. 
Survivals of the tribal practice of gifting presents to the chief by 
members of the tribal community can be detected in the presenta- 
tion ceremony described on the occasion of the coronation of 
Yudhisfhira. We learn that out of love the brahma^as, k§atriyas, 
vai^yas and even the serving sudras approached Yudhi§thira and 
made presents to him as a mark of great esteem , 43 Those who 



thronged in the house of Yudhi§|hira for this purpose included 
mlecchaSy members of all var^as, from top to bottom, and people 
from different castes and countries . 44 The description shows that 
even when tribal communities disintegrated into castes and classes, 
in spite of their new identities the heterogeneous people continued 
the old practice, which apparently created a sense of cohesion 
and solidarity. 

We have no indications of a system of taxation in the tribal 
society, of lending money or any other item on interest, or of giving 
bribes, although all these practices seem to be connected in some 
way with the original system of mutual gift making. At the same 
time the tribal chief liberally distributed what he had acquired. 
Yudhis|hira was prepared to distribute all his wealth for the 
enjoyment of the people on the occasion of the rajasuya^ 5 and he 
made elaborate arrangements for looking after the comforts of the 
princes and all the others who had assembled on the occasion . 46 
In the aivamedha performed after victory, Yudhi§thira gave away 
to VySsa the whole world as sacrificial fee. The sage accepted the 
offer but ultimately returned it to Yudhisthira, as the gift was of no 
use to the ascetic. As will be shown later, we notice a similar reluc- 
tance on the part of the priests in the Ramayana to accept land, 
which obviously was not considered an item of alienable property 
at the earliest stage of development. However Yudhi§fhira distri- 
buted wealth among the brahma^ as, paid fees and presents to all 
and then took a bath . 47 Although this parva is considered to be an 
interpolation , 48 it refers to some older practices. It is likely that 
these practices were the residue of the convention of sharing of gifts, 
tributes, booty, game and produce and helped to maintain the 
exchange system of society; on the other hand the practice of 
giving the lion’s share to the chief and his conspicuous distribution 
called potlatch added to his power, prestige, influence and following, 
which process eventually elevated him over his ordinary kinsmen 
and alienated him from them. 

The description of the rajasuya in the Sabha Parva shows that the 
princes gave voluntary tributes and presents to Yudhi§thira. This 
may have also been true of his ordinary kinsmen, if we apply the 
tribal analogy. On the other hand it is also significant that princes 
do not ask for gifts. Although not asking for anything is regarded 
as befitting k$atriya dharma and this belief existed from time 
immemorial , 49 it is evident that this is a residue of a tribal stage of 
society when the chief did not ask for gifts but received them volun- 
tarily from his kinsmen. In the var$a-divided society, such a theory 
certainly helped the brahmapas who acquired the almost near mono- 
poly of receiving all gifts to the exclusion of the other three castes . 60 



The Santi Farm, reflecting the state of affairs of a varna-divided, 
state-based society, provides for a regular system of taxation, which 
is considered to be the foundation of the army. It is stated that 
dharma, which constitutes the very basis of the state, is derived 
from the purse . 51 It is emphasized that the powers of the purse and 
sword are inextricably mixed together. The question is pointedly 
posed : How can a powerless person possess a purse, and how can 
an indigent person possess power ? 52 Further, from where will a 
powerless person set up the state and how can a person without 
territory wield influence ? 

In the Sartti Farm we notice a different type of exchange and 
distribution. Here we notice a regular system of taxation for the 
levy of which certain principles are enunciated . 53 What is further 
important, detailed rules about payment of wages to labourers, 
herdsmen, etc., are laid down here. In the Mahabharata we have 
many references to the use of metallic money, which indicates a kind 
of society with a common medium of exchange to evaluate various 
kinds of objects. The Sabha Farva states that the rathis received 1000 
coins from Yudhi§|hira as their monthly pay. The Adi Parra of the 
Jaya-Saiphita speaks of pura, paura and nagara , all indicating 
urbanism. Similarly references to trade and ports called pattaru i 5i 
indicate a type of society which has nothing in common with the 
sort of social formation known from later Vedic texts to which 
period the main narrative portion of the Mahabharata is assigned. 

It seems that the major portion of the Santi Farva . compiled as it 
was in the early centuries of the Christian era, reflects a type of 
society in which non-tribal characteristics became prominent. 
The bonds of kinship were undermined by economic factors in a 
society in which individuals could earn their livelihood and amass 
wealth by means of agriculture, numerous handicrafts, state service, 
trade, usury, etc. It is stated that father, mother, sons, maternal 
uncles, sisters’ sons, relations, kinsmen — are all guided by economic 
considerations . 55 In other words it is not kinship which governs 
economic relations, but economic relations sustain kinship. A 
parent discards his dear son if he deviates from duties assigned to 
him by the law-books or most probably by his var$a. Everybody 
protects his own interest; only self-interest is a reality . 56 Love does 
not appear without a cause ; nor does hostility. The whole world of 
beings is after wealth; nobody is inherently dear to anybody. 5 ' 
Brothers bom of the same mother, and husband and wife do not 
love each other without any reason or purpose. In fact there is no 
person who practises love without any cause . 58 Although all^ the 
passages quoted above occur in the apaddharma section of the Sdnti 
Farva the statements are put so forcefully that the new dharma 
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presupposes a new type of society in which kinship obligations are 
no longer considered necessary to earn a livelihood or to maintain 
the social order. At other places also in the normal context the 
primacy of the economic factor is emphasized. It is stated that a 
person is slave to artha (economic gains) and not vice-versa. 59 War is 
recommended on the ground that it has to be fought for the sake 


based obligations were being eroded by the need for wealth and 
livelihood, and that one who widely deviated from his var$a 


Although interaction and mixing between different ethnic 
elements was a continuous process, once the class-based and state- 
based agricultural society was established, attempts were made to 
extend its frontiers by absorbing forest-living aborigines in it. Such 
peoples are covered by the omnibus term Dasyu. It is recommended 
that the Dasyus living in the forests should be treated with restraint 
and honour. It is argued that even the Dasyus’ conscience revolts 
against acts of cruelty perpetrated by others. 61 The other reason 
given for adopting a conciliatary attitude towards them is that they 
can easily raise an army through their fierce activities. 62 However 
the main reason why they could mobilize an army with ease was 
their tribal organization which entitled every tribesman to fight. 
Because of these factors the king is advised to give the Dasyus gifts 
and to treat them with respect, non-violence, etc. 63 It will appear 
from all this that a well thought-out mechanism of acculturation 
was evolved in dealing with the Dasyus. 

The best example of the inculcation of the norms of brahma^ical 
society among the aborigines in the Makabharata is provided by the 
story of a Dasyu Ni§ada chief called Kapavya, who was born as a 
Ni§ada from a k§atriya and yet was called an observer of the duties 
of a k§atriya (ksatradkarmanupalakah) , 64 He achieved the desired 
end even while leading the life of a Dasyu 65 on account of his 
missionary activities. 66 Thousands of Dasyu villagers approached 
Kapavya and appealed to him to become their village headman. 
They said, ‘With the consent of us all you become our chief village 
headman. 67 Whatever you will ask us to do we will do that accord- 
ingly. You protect us justly like parents.’ 68 Kapavya accepted this 
responsibility, he imparted a number of instructions to his people, 
who were probably Dasyus and certainly tribal. These may be 
quoted in his own words : 

Don’t kill women, cowards, children and ascetics. Neither should 

a non-combatant be killed nor should a woman be seized for- 
cibly. 69 In course of war among all peoples a woman should 
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never be killed. The interest of cows and brahmanas should 
always be protected, and for their sake war should be fought. 70 
The standing crop should not be destroyed and ploughing 
operations should not be disturbed. 71 


These instructions clearly underline the role of the converted 
Kapavya in assimilating aboriginal people to the brahma$ical 
social order based on plough-using agriculture. It is significant that 
the tribal people are asked not only to protect and respect the 
brahmanas, who were the ritualistic and ideological leaders of the 
varjia-divided society, but are also asked to protect cattle, so 
essential for agriculture, because the tribal people were a beef- 
eating community, Obviously they did not realise the value of 
agriculture, and in a way Kapavya asked them to appreciate the 
importance of plough cultivation. 

The frontiers of the class-divided and state-based society were 
further extended by indoctrinating the tribal people in the values 
of discipline, coercive power and, above all, of the state. They are 
told by Kapavya that dan da or coercive authority is meant for 
introducing order and discipline, and certainly not for killing 
people. Only those who violate discipline are liable to be killed 
according to dharma. 72 The vital importance of preserving the 
state is emphasized by Kapavya in his teaching to the Dasyus In 
very strong words : ‘Those that secure their subsistence by bringing 
the state into jeopardy, whosoever they maybe, do themselves perish 
after accomplishing the fall of the state, as surely as worms when 
the corpse, which they foster, is destroyed.’ 73 On the other hand 
those Dasyus who act according to the rules laid down in the 
Dharmasastras immediately achieve the desired end in spite of their 
being Dasyus. 74 It will therefore be seen that the Dharmasastras, 
which formed the moral and legal bedrock of the existing social 
order, were taught to the Dasyus. Obviously from the point of view 
of the acculturation of the tribal people the story of Kapavya 
(. Kdpavyacarita ) is considered to be very significant, and hence 
Bhi§ma commends its recital and the observance of the teachings 
propagated in it. 75 

The social formation, mainly depicted in the Sdntt Parva and 
Anuddsana Parva , was held as a model for non~brahmaijized tribals 
who were gradually annexed to it, but it was not free from internal 
stress and strain. The description of the yugdnta (end of an era) or 
the advent of the Kali age in the Ar any aka Parva, Sdnti Parva, 
Harivamsa and in the Pura^as should not be dismissed as figments 
of imagination; they were obviously pointers to a real social crisis, 
Here we may consider the description of the yugdnta in the Santi 



Paw a. The description speaks not only of natural calamities such as 
drought, lack of water in rivers, lakes, wells, etc ., 76 but also of man- 
made calamities, caused by robbers, armed bands, and greedy 
princes . 77 In the Anuidsana Parva the princes are depicted in a 
lurid light, and provision is made even for killing them. It is said 
that the subjects should collect together and kill that rascal, re- 
prehensible king who does not extend protection or make gifts 
but seizes and loots property . 78 It is further stated that the king 
who having promised protection denies it should be treated like a 
mad dog and killed by striking him . 79 

It is stated that during this period agriculture, cattle rearing, and 
external and internal trade would be rooted out; rules of the 
assembly of townsmen would disappear, and all festivities would 
stop . 80 Weeping, emaciated, perplexed people would find them- 
selves reduced to mere bones; thickly populated towns would be 
empty; and houses in the villages would be burnt . 81 Partly because 
of the activities of robbers, partly because of those of armed bands, 
partly because of those of greedy princes and on account of mutual 
fear thickly populated areas would become empty and desolate . 82 
It was in such a situation that Vi^vamitra starved and ate the 
flesh of a dog in the house of a svapaka . 83 The description suggests 
that the economic crisis leading to the stoppage of trade and agri- 
cultural activities and decline of towns was closely linked with a 
social crisis caused by the attacks of robbers, armed bands and 
greedy princes. 

A crucial element in this social crisis was the defiant attitude of 
the members of the producing and paying varnas, who seem to 

have offered resistance on account of the confusion of the varnas 

• 

or varnasaijikara. Speaking of a large ideal kingdom which was 
inhabited by all the four varnas , 84 it is stated that it had ‘no mixing 
of the varnas and no mining and no agricultural labour ’. 85 This 
literal meaning of the verse would not make any sense unless we 
presuppose that varnasamkara implied compelling members of the 
upper varnas to take to mining and agriculture, which they could 
legitimately organize but could not actually practise. Some idea 
of the yugdnta or Kali age can also be obtained from the Harivarpsa , 
although it is difficult to say that the relevant descriptions belong 
to the same period as those given in the &anti Parva and Aranyaka 
Parva. For instance it is stated that the warriors (rajanya) would 
function as vaifyas and live on agriculture and other means of 
earning property, apparently because they found it difficult to be 
paid and maintained as warriors and administrators. The 
brahmanas also, evidently because of lack of gifts from princes and 
peasants, would take to the functions of the vaisyas . 86 One verse 




from the same source states that the performers of agnikotra would 
enjoy the sacrificial material in advance even before the perfor- 
mance of the sacrifice; this, in our view, would be detrimental to 
the interests of priests. Further the same verse clearly implies that 
people would neither make gifts nor pay taxes; on the other hand 
they would themselves enjoy both, 87 to which, in our opinion, 
priests and princes were entitled in a state-based, varna-divided 
society. Ail this may suggest a form of mass upheaval in which the 
peasants and artisans refused to pay taxes, perform labour service 
and thus they upset the existing social order. This may have 
rendered collection of taxes and payment 10 government officials 
difficult. The problem was solved through the adoption of die 
practice of land grants on a large scale. 

It is significant that land grants, which assume importance in 
the epigraphs of the early centuries of the Christian era, appear at 
several places in the Alakdbhdrata and probably presuppose an 
element of feudal development, ascribable to Gupta limes. We 
learn that administrative officials were paid in grants of revenue. 
For example, the officer in charge of 1000 villages enjoyed ihe grain, 
gold and other derivable possessions of a minor town for his sup- 
port. 88 For officers lower down in the hierarchy it is laid down that 
the lord of a hundred villages should have for his support a large 
village; 89 grant of land revenue is provided for the head of ten 
villages and for that of twenty villages, 90 obviously for their fiscal 
and administrative functions. 

Thus even a hurried examination of the Mahdbhdrata suggests the 
passing of a tribal and stateless society into a class-divided and state- 
based society with a system of taxation, administrative apparatus, 
professional army, etc. The idea of the state founded on taxes and 
army is deep-seated in the Santi Parva. It was realized that the state 
was rooted in the army and treasury, and the army in the treasury 
or the taxation system. 91 This presupposes a society in which the 
vaiSyas and 3udras seem to be the main producers and payers of 
surplus produce and labour. The &anti Parva suggests that land 
revenues were unequally divided, but this unequal division did not 


intermediaries begin to emerge as a class. 

Although the Rdmayana is a younger epic, some of its pordons 
look back to the tribal days. The description of the asvamedha sacri- 
fice, 92 to jwhich kings not only from eastern UP and Bihar but 
also from western and southern India are invited, matches in many 
respects the description of the same sacrifice in the later Vedic 
texts. Further, the receiving of ratna as tributes and presents from 



the princes 93 can be compared to the circulation of prestige goods 
among the tribal chiefs on ceremonial occasions. 94 Again, the 
redistribution of wealth and lavish feeding of the people on this 
occasion 95 can be likened to the tribal custom of potlatch which was 
practised by the tribal chiefs not only to share their wealth with 
their kinsmen but also to compete with similar chiefs in gaining 
prestige, influence and following. It is said of DaSaratha that he 
distributed so much to the poor and dvijas that at the end nothing 
was left with him except his hand ornament (hastdbharana ) , which 
also he gave to a poor brahmana. 96 Da^aratha’s feast was not 
confined to his kinsmen and friends but was attended by members 
of all the varnas, artisans and citizens of Ayodhya, and by men and 
women from various countries. 97 This broader participation in 
Dasaratha’s distributing spree is explained by the fact that, in spite 
of its attempt to recapture the past, the Rdmayana could not but 
reflect the social stratification of the early centuries of the Christian 
era when it was finally compiled. 

The larger portion of the Ramdyana however inculcates the 
norms of a varga- divided, state-based society in which the vaiSyas 
appear as principal producers 98 and taxpayers. The king was 
expected to fill up his treasury without hurting the brahm.ag.as and 
ksatriyas," who were apparently exempted from paying taxes. In 
fact the nature of polity described in the Ayodhya Kanda provides 
not only for ministers, but what is vital to the existence of the state, 
for a professional army maintained on salary ( vetana ) and food 
(i bhakta ). 100 Obviously the type of power structure described in the 
didactic portion of the Ayodhya Kanda in Sarga 100 presupposes a 
stage of social evolution which does not appear in Vedic texts. 

On the other hand there is no strong evidence for unequal dis- 
tribution of land on account of land grants to the brahmagas in the 
Ramdyana. At one place it is stated that Kausalya enjoyed the 
revenues of 1000 villages, which was offered to her for supporting 
her dependants, 101 but the Vedic tradition that generally land 
could not be an item of gift continued to be effective in the Rama - 
yarn. On the occasion of the aivamedha sacrifice when DaSaratha 
offered the eastern part of his kingdom to the hotd priest, the western 
part to the adhvaryu , the southern part to the brahmaga, and the 
northern part to the udgdtd , 102 all of them refused to accept these 
gifts and sought some other compensation {niskraya) . 103 Accord- 
ingly they were given thousands of cows and millions of gold and 
silver pieces. 104 Apparently this description mixes up three succes- 
sive strands of social development attributable to three stages. It 
shows that cattle rearing was still an important form of livelihood 
and that land was still not commonly regarded as an item of gift 



it was being given away at a sacrifice, and according to the two 
epics the priests refused to accept the gift of land at the atoamdha 
sacrifice. The absence of land transfer supported by some Vedic 
and epic sources is in consonance with the comparatively simple 
nature of the PGW material culture and therefore reflects a simple 
society. On the other hand the use of metallic money, unless all 
this gold and silver was meant for exchange as prestige objects on the 
occasion of important ceremonies, shows a society of post- Vedic 
times when trade, towns and punchmarked coins had come into 
general vogue and when coins had entered the subsistence economy. 
Thus some elements of the R&m&yana asvamedha gift were typical of 
simple societies and others of complex societies. In any case such 
accounts and descriptions need to be examined in terms of their 
significance for social evolution. 

The Rdmdyana is also important for the description of an archaic 
institution called dsrama which was modified to serve the needs of a 
developed society. The asramas or abodes of sages (rsis) located in 


far away from human settlements nor were they situated in the 
thick of the forests. The inmates of the diramas lived partly on their 
foodgathering activities such as the collection of fruits, roots, tubors. 


It would therefore appear that Rama’s banishment to the forest 
implies a kind of reversion to the life of foodgatherers from that of 
foodproducers. But foodgathering seems to have been substantially 
supplemented by offerings made by princes, richer people and 
ordinary folk. Asking for alms from the rural, urban folk, which 
was introduced by the Jain and Buddhist renouncers on a large 
scale and which became possible in a society producing agricultural 
surplus, was also practised by the members of the asramas. The 
dsramas, the counterparts and perhaps the predecessors of the Jain 
and Buddhist orders, not only provided shelter to renouncers, mainly 
from the higher var^as, but also served as educational institutions 
for princes and others hailing from settled societies. More important- 
ly they acted as radiating centres of brahma^ical values and life 
for the backward tribal people living in the forest belts. But the 
diramas seem to have been typical of a society in which land rights 
were not well established. Therefore unlike the agrakdras , which 
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were granted land/land revenues, the asramas did not receive grants, 
and yet, like the asramas , the agraharas preserved and disseminated 
elements of the dominant culture and education. However, situated 
in the neighbouring forest fringes, these abodes of the sages and 
ascetics were reminiscent of the foodgathering stage of life, in 
contrast to the agraharas which were located in both settled villages 
and backward tracts in a feudal milieu in which land had emerged 
as an item oi property. Both the asramas and agraharas enjoyed 
immunities from the entry of royal agents and soldiers although in 
the case of the former this privilege did not mean much. In the 
descriptions of the asrama in the epics and Puranas we encounter 
several features which are characteristic of a food producing 
economy, but it is clear that the asramas reveal a mode of life which 
had preceded a cattle rearing and agricultural society. 

We have tried to indicate the method by which the epics can be 
studied. At any rate the fact has to be emphasized that both the 
Rdmdyana and the Mahdbhdrata contain archaic and developed social 
practices which belong to different social formations. The fact that 
we have not been able to isolate one type of social practice from the 
other does some credit to the ingenuity of the authors of the epics 
and also to elements of continuity in Indian life, but at the same time 
it also indicates the inadequacies of our methods and approaches. 
Scholars are bogged down in the search for the imaginary Lanka 
and Ayodhya of early Vedic times , 107 but although the geographical 
background is always helpful, it will be more rewarding to examine 
myths, beliefs, customs and practices in the context of total social 
relations so that these could be correlated to different types of 
social formations. Many epic myths serve as social charters which 
define the rights and privileges of various classes to social and 
economic power . 108 Though they may have incorporated some 
ti ibal elements the myths were evidently developed and refined in 
a non-tribal social milieu when classes had become deepseated and 
the state had been established on a firm footing. 
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relics indicating the advent of new peoples in this area between the 
end of the Harappa period and the appearance of the Painted Grey 


scale archaeological confrontation between the Harappans and 
the Vedic people are lacking. A few excavated sites in the 


Ware, without iron, with the pottery in the late Harappan tradition, 
but these finds, though important, do not provide any satisfactory 
archaeological counterpart to the material culture known from the 
$g Veda. We may reasonably expect parts and fittings of chariots, 
considerable remains of horses, and large-scale cattle remains 


know about the forms of subsistence and methods of distribution 
mentioned in the $g Veda 3 which has been studied with the aid of 
comparative Indo-European and Indo- Aryan linguistics and in the 
light of important findings made about tribal societies. 

Our study has not resulted in any startling revelations. In our 
view, the £g Vedic society reflected in the central portions of the 
first Veda was primarily pastoral. The people were semi-nomadic 
their chief possessions consisted of cattle and horses. Cattle were 
considered to be synonymous with property, and a wealthy person 
was called gomat. Wars were fought for the sake of cattle, and were 
therefore called gavisti, gavesana, etc. The raja, whosejmain duty was 
to protect cows, was called gopa or gopati. The cow was so important 


^ * 



to the family that the daughter was called duhitr, that is one who 
milks. So intimate was the acquaintance of the Vedic people with 
the ldne that when they came across the buffalo in India they called 
it govala or cow-haired. In contrast to references to cows those to 
agriculture are fewer in the fig Veda . Of the twenty-one references 
to agriculture in the Rg Veda only a few belong to its original kernel. 
Book IV speaks of the use of the plough, but it is considered to be a 
late addition to the Family Books. Plough cultivation seems to have 
been a subsidiary source of sustenance in the Rg Veda. Although 
agriculture, probably carried on with the hoe or the wooden 
ploughshare, was known, there is no doubt that cattle rearing was 
the main source of subsistence. It is held that on a world scale 
agriculture preceded pastoralism, especially nomadism character- 
ized by the combined domestication of cow and horse, but 
the Indo-European linguistic evidence leaves little doubt that the 
Aryans hardly knew agriculture before their dispersal. The early 
Vedic evidence points more or less towards the same direction. 

The domestication of the cow and horse did not enable the Ilg 
Vedic people to attain the advanced stage of nomadism that 
characterized the Mongolians. The Mongolians were excellent 
horseriders, used as they were to metal stirrups, but horseriding 
does not appear to be widespread in the Rg Veda. The leaders of the 
Vedic people were mainly charioteers, who fought perpetual inter- 
tribal and intra-tribal wars. War was an important source of 
livelihood, and booty production was the only other important 
source of subsistence in addition to what they obtained from cattle 
rearing. By and large the early Vedic society had a non-food 
producing economy. The term anna is used at several places in 
the fig Veda, but it should be understood in the sense of eatables 
or edible things and not in the sense of cereals ; this meaning was 
attributed to it when people began to produce foodgrains at a 
later stage. In an economy based on cattle rearing, supplemented 
by agriculture, and buttressed by acquisition of booty, tribesmen 
could afford only occasional presents for their chiefs. There is 
no mention of the gift of land, either on the part of the tribal 
community or the tribal chief. The main income of a chief or a 
prince came from the spoils of war. He captured booty from enemy 
tribes and exacted tributes from hostile tribes and tribal compat- 
riots. The offering of tribute received by him was called ball. It 
seems that tribal kinsmen gave allegiance and voluntary presents to 
the tribal chief. In return the chief led them from victory to 
victory and stood by them in difficult times. The respect and oc- 
casional gifts received by the prince from his tribesmen may have 
become customary in Vedic times, but defeated hostile tribes were 



compelled to pay tributes. Periodical sacrifices provided an import- 
ant occasion for the distribution of those gifts and tributes. The 
lion's share went to the priests in lieu of the prayers they offered to 
the gods on behalf of their patrons. At one place in the Rg Veda 
the god invoked is asked to bestow wealth only on priests, princes 
and sacrificers. This suggests an attempt at unequal distribution. 
Princes and priests wanted to grab more at the cost of their fellow 
tribesmen, although people voluntarily gave a larger share to their 
chiefs and princes out of deference and because of their military 
qualities and services. Ordinary members of the tribe received a 
share which was known as alps a or bhaga. The property was 
distributed in folk assemblies, which were attended by the rajas 
and their clan companions. 

Although artisans, peasants, priests and warriors appear even in 
the earlier portions of the Rg Veda, society as a whole was tribal, 
pastoral, semi-nomadic and largely egalitarian. The dominance of 
the tribal character is indicated not only by the use of the term 
pancajandh or five tribes but also by other similar terms. As shown 
earlier the terms jana, vis, etc. , are frequently used in sharp contrast 
to varna which came to be understood later in the sense of social 
order. It is likely that at some stage the tribal society was preceded 
by the band society. Several terms used in the Jpg Veda indicate 
the coming together of unidentified people for purposes of fighting 
and probably hunting. These are vra, vrata, iardha, grama, etc. 
The terms gotra, vrata and vraja show that people came together 
for cattle herding. The semantic history of the term gotra clearly 
shows that the need for procuring subsistence eventually led 
to the formation of clans. Literally the term means cow pen or 
enclosure. It appears that those who had joined hands to rear cattle 
or to keep them together eventually found it convenient to form a 
kin-based unit called clan or gotra. This may be compared to the 
transformation of occupational guilds into castes in early medieval 
times. Whatever may be the nature of evidence regarding the 
existence of ‘band,’ there is no doubt that early Vedic society was 
largely tribal. 

Spoils of war and cattle constituted the main forms of property. 
Cattle, horses and women slaves were generally given as gifts. Gifts 
of cereals are hardly mentioned because these were not produced 
in any large quantity. Therefore apart from the booty captured 
in wars, there was no other substantial source for the maintenance 
of princes and priests. Some of them possessed a large number of 
horses and kine and rode chariots, and hence they were maghavans. 
Brahmanas and ksatriyas, who are mentioned in the Rg Veda a few 
times, mark the beginning of high ranks. Princes and priests 



status. But if we go by the evidence regarding the possession and 
distribution of means of subsistence in the nuclear portions of the 
j^g Veda it was in the main an egalitarian society, free from large 
validating sacrifices, and, what is more important, from the later 
institution of social classes called var$a. 

In later Vedic times, 1000-500 b.c., western UP and the neigh- 
bouring areas of Panjab, Haryana and Rajasthan became the centre 


people who used iron represent the later Vedic people. Geographi- 
cally and chronologically the later Vedic phase coincides with the 
PGW-iron phase, and the material culture indicated by the Vedic 
texts is similar to that known from, PGW-iron archaeology. We 
notice the beginning of the use of iron in northern India from about 
1000 b.c. onwards mainly for war and hunting. Although the later 
Vedic society was agricultural and sedentary, iron does not seem to 
have contributed substantially to the progress of crafts and agri- 
culture. The PGW-iron phase did not mark the beginnings of the 
urban age in India. Some baked bricks belonging to this phase 
have been reported from a few places, but generally after the end 
of the Harappan culture baked bricks do not appear in northern 
India till c. 300 b.c. 

By the time the Vedic people moved from Afghanistan and 
Panjab to the Indo-Gangetic divide and the upper Gangetic plains 
they took to agriculture on a large scale. In later Vedic times we 
notice continuous settlements for two to three centuries, as is attested 
by PGW-iron settlements. Various kinds of pots and rice and other 
cereals discovered at excavated PGW sites leave no doubt that even 
these were rural settlements. This gave rise to territorial chiefdoms. 
Obviously the chiefs used iron weapons, which have been dis- 
covered in sufficient numbers, to fight their rivals and also possibly 
to collect tribute from their tribesmen; iron tools were not used 
widely for purposes of crafts, clearance and cultivation. Hence the 
amount of tribute, in cereals, could not be large. But these were 
sufficient to enable the princes to perform sacrifices and reward their 
priests. The great public sacrifices such as the asvamedha , rajasuya 
vajapeya , etc., prescribed in the later Vedic texts and attributed to 
various kings both in these texts as well as the epics not only valida- 
ted the authority of the chiefs but also involved an ostentatious dis- 
play of whatever was considered to be material wealth at that stage. 
They could not have been performed without a steady supply of 




nor a professional army. They did not have regular collectors of 
taxes apart from the kinsmen of the prince. Payment made to the 
king was not much different from the sacrificial offering made to 
the gods. The tribal militia of the pastoral society was replaced by 
the peasant militia of the agricultural society. The vis or the tribal 
peasantry formed the send or the armed host. The peasantry in 
later Vedic times was called force {bald ) . The army to protect the 
asvamedha horse comprised both the k§atriyas and the vis. Armed 


and leaders ; armed with sticks, the latter constituted the rank and 
file. For the sake of victory the chief or noble was asked to eat from 
the same vessel with the vis. In consonance with tribal practices 
the rajas were expected to extend agriculture and even lend their 
hands to the plough, so that the gap between the rajanya and the 
vaifya was not wide . 2 The king or the great tribal chief could not 
grant land without the consent of his clansmen who evidently 
constituted the peasantry. Apparently the distinctions between the 
rulers and the ruled had not been sharpened. The priests stressed 
through rituals the subjection of the peasantry or the vis to the 
warrior nobles, but at this stage the process of turning the tribesmen 
into taxpaying peasants was very weak. 

On account of the use of the wooden ploughshare and indiscri- 
minate killing of cattle in sacrifices the peasants did not produce 
much, over and above their needs. They suffered from a few other 
constraints on production. Although the use of iron was known, it 
seems to have been used mainly for the purposes of war. It could 
not contribute much to production because the sources of the 
supply of iron ores in the periphery of the upper Gangetic basin 
were limited. Secondly, the art of carburization had not progressed 
much, with the result that iron weapons were not so effective. 
Consequently the role of iron seems to have been very limited in 
production. Further, although the later Vedic people grew rice, 
vrlhi was a rainy season crop and its yield was limited on account 
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of its being sown in the field. Obviously the people did not know the 
art of paddy transplantation or wet paddy production, which 
appeared later as a winter crop. Under the circumstances the agri- 
cultural yield was limited, and so was the capacity of the cultivators 
to pay to the princes and priests. Naturally the peasants could not 
pay regular taxes. 

As the later Vedic phase was based on agriculture and the limited 
use of iron, it marked the transition of the tribal states into terri- 
torial states and the gradual disintegration of the tribal society into 
class and occupational groupings. Apart from the ability of the 
great chiefs to perform public sacrifices, a striking feature of the 
later Vedic society is the dominance of priests who were divided into 
sixteen classes headed by the brahma$as. This development may 
have been the result of the integration of the Vedic with the non- 
Vedic people among whom the magic priests, so common in the 
Atharva Veda, played an important part. 

In the age of the Buddha eastern UP and Bihar became the 
epicentre of the manufacture of wrought iron, minting of coins and 
the use of Northern Black Polished (NBP) ware which was evident- 
ly meant for the richer sections of society. All these changes trans- 
formed the material life of the people. Some iron artifacts indicate 
the acquaintance of its users with the iron ores of Singhbhum and 
Mayurbhanj, which shows that, by the middle of the first millen- 
nium b.c. approximately, people had become familiar with working 
the richest iron mines in south Bihar. The blacksmiths learnt to 
put more carbon in the iron artifacts which became more serviceable. 
In a way the age of the Buddha marked the beginning of the second 
phase in the history of iron when its use was substantially extended 
to cover crafts, clearance and cultivation. Of course such iron tools, 
though mentioned, in early Pali and Sanskrit texts, have not been 
found in sufficiently large numbers in the middle Gangetic basin, 
but their corrosion and even disappearance are easily explained by 
the moist, humid soil in which they came to be placed. The wide- 
spread use of iron helped the clearance of the thickly forested area 
of the middle Ganga basin, and the use of the iron ploughshare led 
to the production of considerable surplus. People practised paddy 
transplantation or wet paddy production which doubled the yield. 
All this led to the establishment of large rural settlements and paved 
the way for the rise of towns in the middle Gangetic basin or Majjhi- 
made£a around the sixth century b.c. What is overwhelmingly 
important from our point of view in c. 500-300 b.c. is not the 
complete break with the elements of the material life of the chalcoli- 
thic settlements, which in any case had a shorter life and were 
much smaller in number in the alluvial soil of the middle Gangetic 



basin, but considerable clearance followed by the burgeoning of 
rural settlements, as evidenced by the reported finds of nearly 450 
NBP sites in the middle Gangetic basin and its periphery. 3 

The new agricultural techniques coupled with the use of force 
enabled some people to acquire large stretches of land which needed 
a vast number of dependent labourers. In Vedic times people 
cultivated their fields with the help of their family members ; there 
is no word for wage earner in Vedic literature. But dependent 
labour consisting of slaves and wage earners engaged in cultivation 
became a regular feature in the age of the Buddha. In the Maury a 
period they worked on large state farms. Probably 150,000 people 
captured in Kalinga by Asoka were drafted for work in farms and 
mines. But by and large slaves in pre-Maurya India were meant for 
domestic work. Generally the small peasant played the dominant 
role in production, although some rich landowners used the services 
of slaves and hired labourers. 

In post-Vedic times peasants produced much more than they 
needed for their subsistence. This created conditions for the rise 
and upkeep of large territorial states called mahajanapada. A good 
part of the agricultural produce was collected from the peasants by 
princes and priests. For regular collection administrative and 
religious methods were devised. The king appointed tax-collectors 
to assess and collect taxes. The taxation and administrative 
machinery was backed by the transformation of the tribal militia 
into a professional army. But all this was not considered sufficient 
to secure the obedience of the taxpayers and others. It was also found 
advisable to create public opinion and develop some kind of con- 
sensus in favour of the state symbolized by the king. People, whose 
tribal trait of equality had not disappeared completely, had to be 
convinced that it was necessary to obey the raja, pay him taxes and 
offer gifts to the priests. For this purpose the varija system was 
devised. The system of this social control promoted the ideology of 
hierarchy, of inferiority and subordination, which characterizes a 
class society. Further, members of the three highest var$as or orders 
were distinguished ritually from those of the fouth varija. The twice- 
born were entitled to Vedic studies and investiture with the sacred 
thread, and the fourth varfla or the sudras were excluded from it. 
They were meant to serve the higher orders, and were branded as 
born slaves. Thus in the Graeco-Roman context the twice-born can 
roughly be called citizens and the Sudras non-citizens. 

Distinctions between citizen and citizen in the ranks of the twice- 
born however grew. The ksatriyas, who occupied the second ritualis- 
tic rank in the brahma^ical system, asserted their primacy in the 
Jain and Buddhist texts. Hurt by the vanity of the brahman as and 
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keen on retaining their larger share of the taxes, tributes, tithes 
and labour supplied by the peasants and artisans, the k§atriya 
chiefs and princes were involved in occasional feuds with the 
priests, but both the higher varnas resolved their conflicts to their 
mutual benefit. Although we have several instances of princes 
ploughing the field, though in a ritualistic context, and although 
tradition continued in the form of vappa-mahgala even in the age of 
the Buddha and later, as time passed the two higher varnas, especial- 
ly the brahma^as, were not allowed to take to the plough and 
manual work. Gradually the abhorrence of the higher varrias for 
manual work reached such limits that they developed contempt for 
the hands that practised crafts and thus came to look upon some 
manual labourers as untouchables. The more a person withdrew 
from physical labour, the purer he came to be considered. The 
vaisyas, although members of the twice-born group, worked as 


important, they were the principal taxpayers whose payments 
maintained the k§atriyas and brahmaijas. On both these counts they 
differed from the Graeco-Roman citizens who were neither required 
to pay taxes nor engage themselves in primary production as a 
general rule. The variia system authorized the k§atriya to collect 
taxes from the peasants and tolls from traders and artisans, which 
enabled him to pay his priests and employees in cash and kind. 

The brahma^ical varija ideology was a clever device for regulating 
production, tax/gift collection and distribution. But it carried dis- 
criminatory legislation too far, with the result that it hindered new 
material changes. Compared to it the important Buddhist lay 
teachings helped the new material and social order, and also tried 
to soften the rigours of the var$a system. The progress of iron 
plough agriculture depended on the preservation and augmentation 
of cattle wealth. But the Vedic rituals prescribed large-scale sacrifice 
of cattle, and the pre-Aryans domesticated cattle not for dairy 
products and agriculture but for non-vegetarian food. Therefore 
the Buddhist texts found it necessary to lay stress on non-injury 
to animals. The earliest Pali text Suttanipata states that cattle should 
be protected because they provide food, strength, beauty and 
happiness (annada i balada J vannada and sukhada.) 

The rise of towns was accompanied by the use of the metallic 
money, mainly of silver, from the fifth century r.c. onwards. The 
use of money facilitated trade and helped the emergence of traders 
and merchants. Urbanization received further impetus in the middle 
of the NBP phase around 300 b.c. when we encounter more iron 
tools for crafts and agriculture, more and more punchmarked coins 
and the beginning of the use of fire-baked bricks and ring-wells. 




favoured both moneylending and slave-keeping, and its teachings 
meant for the lay followers smoothened the course of the new social 


Their personal property was confined to robes, bowls, paddy and 
medicine. Like the citizens of Sparta, they could not accept gold and 
silver in transactions. They could not buy and sell. In a way the 
monks were asked to return to an archaic, tribal life bereft of the 
use of money, private property and luxury in terms of material life 


climate in favour of the lay teachings of Buddhism, which helped 
people consolidate the advances in material life, made during post- 
Vedic times. But both the brahma^ical varna ideology and the 
Buddhist respect for the preservation of cattle hampered production 
under changed material conditions in subsequent times. Leading 
Indian economists have drawn attention to the futility of keeping 
useless, non-productive cattle which are considered to be a drag on 
economy. 

It will therefore appear that in many ways the material and social 
life of the people in the middle Gangetic plains and its periphery 
marked a total break with the preceding pattern of life. This 
conclusion is derived from a combined consideration of Vedic texts, 
early Pali texts and archaeological and anthropological material. 
Even a study of the epics suggests trends of similar social develop- 
ment. The epics contain both archaic and developed practices 
which belong to different social formations and material milieu. 
Though we do not seem to have much evidence of the existence 
of the ‘band’ stage in the Mahabharata , the great epic suggests the 
passing of a tribal and stateless society into a class-divided and 
state-based formation with a system of taxation, administrative 
apparatus, long-term service army, etc. Although tribal elements 
are not altogether absent in the Rdmdyana, its major portion 
inculcates the norms of a varfla-divided, state-based social formation 
in which the vaisyas appear as principal producers and taxpayers, 
as they do in the great epic and as do the gahapatis in early Pali texts. 

Our limited study shows that the various types of social institutions 
such as varija, janapada, etc., could not emerge in a situation in which 
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people lived on booty capture and cattle rearing. The organizations 
meant for earning subsistence seem to have been collectivities of a 
band and more of a tribal type. They operated in various parts of 
the land of the seven rivers, which did not lack in pasture grounds 
and water resources for cattle keeping, but the Rg Vedic people 
did not possess any effective technology to be able to exploit its 
potentialities further. The distribution of booty, especiallly cattle, 
introduced an element of differentiation, elevating the tribal chiefs 
and priests above the remaining segments of the tribal communities. 
But since agriculture was not important enough to lead to a food 
producing economy, the early Vedic society could not evolve the 
class and state systems. 

The location of nearly 700 PGW sites in the upper Gangetic and 
Sutlej plains suggests that in the first half of the first millennium b.c. 
the food producing economy based on the limited use of iron and 
on the cultivation of untransplanted rainy season rice, supplemented 
by barley, became a basic feature. Shares from cattle and agricultural 
yield enabled the big chiefs to perform great sacrifices which vali- 
dated their authority and demonstrated their growing power and 
prestige. But even these big chiefs, who ruled over sedentary 
people, could not develop a professional army, a regular taxation 
system or a permanent administrative apparatus. On account of 
more gifts and tributes the rajanyas and various types of priests, 
especially the brahmaiias, came to the forefront. But the clan still 
formed the ‘army’ and enjoyed authority over land. Neither chiefs 
nor priests possessed as much land as would require the services of 
dependent labour. 4 

The processes of state formation and social stratification gathered 
momentum and assumed significance in the middle of the first 
millennium b.c. and later, particularly in eastern UP and Bihar. 
The two phenomena, which were closely intertwined, appeared 
because of the capacity of the new agriculture not only to sustain 
the agriculturists but also many others who were not engaged 
directly in this vital task of primary production. The food producing 
economy was immeasurably strengthened by the use of the iron 
share and other tools, transplantation of paddy, and by religious 
sanction for the preservation of cattle. All this added to the earning 
capacity of the peasants, who maintained a large number of kings, 
soldiers, priests , 5 renouncers, artisans, traders, etc. Primary producers 
were gradually separated socially and politically from those who 
collected and consumed taxes, tributes, gifts, etc. This separation, 
represented as division of labour, found juridical and ideological 
articulation in the form of the var$a system, which became the 
hallmark of state and society in post- Vedic times. 



1 If we get more information about the pre-PGW Grey Ware Sayers in the 
Panjab and the neighbouring areas, it may be of some help. 

2 Professor B.N.S. Yadava has drawn my attention to the following: .. indru 
asit sirapatih fatakratuh kina§a asan marutah sudanavah. V, YI.30.L In the 
context of barley cultivation on the bank of the Saras vatl Indra appears as 
the lord of the plough or the furrow, and his companions, the Maruts, as 
liberal cultivators. This would suggest that earlier Indra led his followers in 
fighting and later in cultivating the soil also. Cultivation was therefore a 
collective endeavour. 

3 The exploration of the NBP sites has still to be undertaken in a plannee 
manner; what has been done so far is piecemeal, preliminary and \vi y 
inadequate. 

4 Chiefs and priests possessed more cattle and received various gifts and 
presents because of their position and functions, but they did not acquire 
land enough to need dependent labour. 

5 If we project the practices prevailing in the dominant clan-based villages 
(viz., babhan or brahma pa barahgamas or 12-village units) in north Bihar 
into ancient times it is likely that members of the senior and leading families 
of chiefs and priests commanded more influence, which may have contributed 
to their receipts from the peasantry. But in any case receipts depended on the 
ability to pav and also to extract payment. 



Vedic texts at a time when the use of archaeology was hardly 
thought of for the purpose. Digging in Pakistan and northern India 
during the last thirty years or so has exposed the Gandhar Graves, 
the Grey Ware and Painted Grey Ware cultures, which in terms of 


The Rg Vedic people practised burial as well as cremation. 1 A whole 
hymn is devoted to burial. 2 Even the earliest portion of the $g Veda 
mentions graves. 3 it might suggest the connection of the Rg Vedic 
people with the Gandhar Graves, whose beginnings go anterior to 
1000 b.c. Some archaeologists consider contracted burials as one 
of the characteristics of thelndo-European culture. 4 Cremation was 
used in Central Europe in the late Bronze Age, i.e., c. 1250 b.c.- 
750 b.c., by some people who are considered Indo-Europeans. 5 It 
is therefore likely that the practice may have appeared around 
1200-1000 b.c. in India, but eventually it replaced burial. 

Grey Ware is associated with the Gandhar Graves, and it is 
believed that the Grey Ware using Indo-Europeans appeared in 
large numbers in north Iran around 1900 b.c . 6 We also hear of 
Grey Ware cultures in Greece and Anatolia. 7 Grey Ware 
comprising bowls and dishes has been found in excavations 
at Manda in Jammu. 8 In India sherds of this ware go on decreasing 
as we proceed from north-west to south-east. Thus 109 sites are 
known in the Panjab, 46 in Haryana, 24 in Uttar Pradesh and 8 in 
Rajasthan. 9 The time bracket for the Grey Ware Culture is given 
as c. 1700-1000 b.c . 10 This approximates to the bracket suggested 
for the Rg Veda on other grounds. 

The date of the $g Veda was fixed on linguistic and inscriptional 
considerations, and its strata were identified by means of style and 
levels of social evolution. The French scholar Louis Renou, a lifelong 
student of the Vedic texts, accepted the view of Max Muller that the 
Aryans appeared in India around the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries 
b.c. , and placed the hymns of the fig Veda around this date. 11 
It is likely that the Aryans infiltrated India a little earlier. 12 We 
know that Indo-European elements are found among the Hittites 
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who ruled Anatolia or modern Turkey around 2000 b.c. and that 
Indo-European terms are found in the language used by the 
Kassites who invaded Babylonia in the eighteenth century b.c. 
Furthermore, the urban phase of the Indus civilization came" to an 
end about c. 1700 b.c. or even earlier. Although the Rg Veda in its 
present form reflects several stages of social and material develop- 
ment extending over more than five centuries, its cattle pastoralism 
supplemented by farming is a far cry from Harappan urbanism. 13 

Some important inscriptions shed light on the dispersal of the 
Indo-Europeans. The names of Indra, Mitra, Vanina and the 
Nasatyas (= Alvins), mentioned in the $g Veda, appear in treaties 
between the Hittites and Mitannis recorded in the form of inscrip- 
tions belonging to c. 1350 b.c. in western Asia. 14 A set of short 
epigraphs written in a Greek dialect and belonging to c. 1400-1200 

b. c. has been found in Crete and on the mainland of Greece. 15 
On this basis it is assumed that the Indo-Europeanization of Greece 
began in c. 1600 b.c . 16 We have already referred to the large 
scale appearance of the Indo-Europeans in Anatolia and north 
Iran. In this general context the appearance of the Aryans in India 
in fair numbers may be attributed to c. 1600 b.c. or even a little 
earlier, and the beginning of the composition of the Rg Veda to 

c. 1500 b.c . 17 

Although the Jflg Veda is called a library rather than a book, it is 
admitted that its earliest portions (presumably the Family Books) 
precede the post-Rg Vedic collections. 18 The Atharva Veda was 
compiled ‘perhaps long after the Rigveda’, for its linguistic 
stratum is more recent, and the social and geographical horizons, 
like its myths and speculations, betray a more advanced state. 19 
Despite its primitive ritual, agriculture appears as the principal 
source of livelihood in this text, which, in view of the numerous 
Painted Grey Ware settlements, 20 may have become common 
around c. 1000 b.c. A similar date can be suggested for the 
Yajus texts, in which rituals presuppose farming and consequent 
availability of cereals for ceremonial use. On the present showing, 
the use of iron in the Indo-Gangetic divide and the upper Gangetic 
basin, in which the Yajus texts and the Brahmanas and Upani§ads 
were compiled, cannot be taken back earlier than 1000 b.c., for this 
metal is known to several texts. Renou thinks that the Brahmanas 
should be placed between the tenth and seventh centuries.B.c. 21 
Keith would like to place all the Brahmanas between 800 and 
600 b.c . 22 Generally the lower date for the Brahmanas is given 
as c. 600 b.c. to 500 b.c., 2S and 800 b.c. is considered as a 
reasonable maximum date for the composition of the earliest 
Brahmanas, 24 which do not include the Satapatha Brahmana and the 



date for the Upanisads, to be reasonable . 27 Thus the Vedic texts, 
compiled after the Rg Veda , are generally attributed to c. 1000 b.c., 
and 500 b.c. is considered as marking the end of the compilation 
of the Vedic literature by Winternitz, but he favours its begin- 
ning around c. 2000 b.c . 28 However he is not very firm about the 
upper limit, and thinks that the ‘Vedic culture can be traced back at 
least to the second millennium b.c . 529 The whole range of the Vedic 
texts .including the principal Upanisads preceded the Pali texts, 
which strongly criticized Vedic views and rituals and were compiled 
in the fifth century b.c. or even later. Obviously then the Vedic 
literature has to be accommodated roughly between c. 1500 b.c. 
and 500 b.c. But by and large, the results of the Vedic researches 
broadly suggest 1500-1000 b.c. as the dates of the Rg Veda, and 
linguistic, historical and archaeological investigations locate the 
later Vedic texts in c. 1000-500 b.c. As has been shown earlier, 
there are sufficient grounds for identifying the later Vedic culture 
with the Painted Grey Ware culture marked by the use of iron. 


Notes 


1 VI, i, 8-9; ii, 175-76. 

2 RV, X. 18 quoted in VI, i, 8, fn. 7. 

3 The term used in RV, VII. 89.1 is bhumi-grha. Quoted in VI, i, 8 with fn. 9. 

4 Some archaeologists think that the Kurgan or tumulus grave culture located 

north of the Black Sea and in south Russia and characterized by battle-axes 

\ 

represents the proto-Indo-European material life and that the authors of this 
culture raided the ancient Near East around c. 2000 b.c., although their 
infiltration started about a thousand years earlier. Marija Gimbutas, 
‘Proto-Indo-European Culture : The Kurgan Culture during the Fifth, Fourth, 
and Third Millennia b.c.’, in Indo-European and Indo-Europeans , ed., George 
Cardona, et al. t Philadelphia, 1970, pp. 155-97, see also pp. 190-93. However 
others hold that in addition to the Kurgan culture, contracted burials (often 
the lying on ochre), pottery with cord-impressed decoration and battle-axes 
are the hallmarks of the early Indo-European cultures in Europe. Ibid., 
pp. 202-3 

5 Marija Gimbutas, Bronze Age Cultures in Central and Eastern Europe, The Hague, 
1965, p. 31. 

6 Indo-European and Indo-Europeans, pp. 200-1. 
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Bowls and dishes are typical of the Painted Grey Ware although vases have 
also been found in good numbers in this pottery. 


information from Miss Madhubala of 
T. N. Khazanchi and K. X. Dikshit, 4 


the Archaeological Survey of India. 
The Grey Ware Culture of Northern 




no. 
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The dating has been suggested on stratigraphicai and inferential grounds 
because of the overlap of the Grey Ware Culture with the late Harappan 
culture. No radiocarbon dates are available for the Grev Ware horizon as 
such. 


11 Renou, Vedic India, p. 10. 


13 K. G. Chattopadhyaya , an eminent Vedic Scholar, ably refuted the views of 
those who would like to give an Aryan origin to the Harappa culture. His 
arguments advanced in 1937 continue to hold ground. See K. C. Chatto- 
padhyaya, Studies in Vedic and Indo-Iranian Religion and Literature , Vol. II, ed., 


14 Ibid., pp. 38-40. 

15 These are called Linear B tablets, and they have been deciphered by 
M. Ventris and J. Chadwick, Documents in Mycenaean Greek, Cambridge, 1956. 
For detailed arguments see William F. Wyatt, Jr. ‘The Indo-Europeanization 
of Greece’, Indo-European and Indo-Europeans, pp. 89-1 11. 

16 Wyatt, op. cit., pp. 95, 107. Some archaeologists push back the process by 
about 500 years. 

17 1500 b.c. is also mentioned on archaeological grounds in a recent work on 


century b.c. may indeed have much to recommend it*. Jan Gonda, Vedic 
Literature (Sam hit as and Bra hmapas) , formingVol. I fasc. I of -4 History of Indian 
Literature , ed., Jan Gonda, Wiesbaden, 1975, pp. 22-3 with fn. 23 on p. 22. 

18 Chattopadhyaya, op. cit., pp. 16, 24. 

1 9 Renou, op. cit., p. 23. 

20 The present number of sites where Painted Grey Ware sherds have been 
picked up comes to 719. Information from J. P. Joshi and Miss Madhubala 
of the Archaeological Survey of India. 

2 1 Op.cit., p. 29. This view is also reiterated by Gonda in Vedic Literature , p. 360. 
The Kausitaki and Aitareya Brahmanas are known to Pap ini (V. 1.62), and their 
language is decidedly pre-Papinian (ibid.). 

22 Cambridge History of India, Vol. I, pp. 131-2. 

23 Padma Misra, Evolution of the Brahman Class, Varanasi, 1978, p. 43. 

24 Ibid., fn. 2. 

25 Ibid., p. 42 with fn. 4. 

26 Ibid., pp. 43-4 with fn. 1 on p. 44. 

27 Renou, op.cit., p. 38. 

28 Wintemitz, op. cit., i. 288. 

29 Ibid., 287-8. 



The more or less compact area covered by the Painted Grey 
Ware is limited to the Indo-Gangetic divide and the upper Gangetic 
plains. It includes a portion of the Panjab, north-eastern and eastern 
Haryana, western Uttar Pradesh and the adjacent north-eastern 
areas of Rajasthan. The largest cluster of the PGW settlements 
appears in the plains/old beds of the Sarasvati and on both sides of 
the Yamuna 1 up to the point where it takes an easterly direction. 
Found mostly in the ancient lands of the Kuru-Pancalas, the PGW 
also appears in the areas of the Madras, the S>urasenas, and the 
Matsyas. The map is concerned with the early and particularly 
with the middle phase of the PGW, for even after r. 500 b.c. tin's 
distinctive ware continued for a couple of centuries. 

So fax altogether 719 PGW sites have been listed, and most of 
them are located in the enclosed area shown in the map. A good 
portion of the enclosed area including the Panjab, Haryana and the 
Delhi region is above 250 metres, and even 300 metres and above 
(please see map no. 1). But this area has not been shaded in order 
to provide a clearer impression of the site names. Probably the terri- 
tories with higher altitudes presented lesser problems of clearance 
at a time when iron was not widely used for this purpose. According 
to a field study of 43 single or major PGW culture sites, 2 48.84% 
of the sites measure below 10,000 sq. m., and had a population below 
200 persons; 3 in one case the population numbered around 30. 4 
The population of 30.23% of the sites varied between 200-500, of 
13.95% of the sites between 500-1000, of 4.65% sites between 
1000-1500, and of 2.33% between 1500-2000 persons. 6 The area 
of the last category ranged between 75,000-1,00,000 sq. m. 6 

The identity of the GreyWare culture as a precursor of the PGW 
culture has not been firmly established as yet. But its users seem to 
have appeared earlier than the PGW people. Bowls and dishes 
typical of the PGW have been found in Grey Ware at Manda in 
Jammu. Two layers of Grey Ware complex forming a horizon at 
Bhagwanpura in Kurukshetra district in Haryana have been 
exposed. The largest number of explored Grey Ware sites are found 




Map No. 3 

It is intended to give an idea of the various plains formed by the 
tributaries of the Gahga in eastern UP and Bihar. The rivers may 
have changed their courses during the last 25 centuries or so. In this 
respect the Ghaghra and Kosi are considered most notorious and 
are known for the devastating effects they produce in their flood 
plains, but broadly the rivers which existed in the age of the Buddha 
are present. 

However the landscape seems to have changed beyond recognition. 
With the rainfall varying between 40 to 70 inches, we can visualize 




ic 



tracts of the lower Gangetic plains of eastern UP are noted for 
dhankar soils, which are stiff with a loam to clay loam texture having 
a zone of kankar formation. Because of kankar formation the roots of 


the trees spread horizontally and hence create problems of clearance 
for cultivators. Nevertheless the soils are excellent for rice culti- 
vation. In the districts of Arrah, Patna and Gaya, we find kewal 
(also called karail ) soils, which are typical black heavy clays. They 
swell considerably in wetting, and on drying they shrink and open 
into large cracks. These soils are difficult to break. They are highly 



Saline and alkaline soils are called usar and rek. and found parti- 
cularly in Kanpur and Lucknow. These soils are unsuitable for 
cultivation. This may be one of the reasons why the early Pali texts 
do not seem to mention towns in this area. 

Water-logging is a common phenomenon in several parts of the 
middle Gangetic plains. In north Bihar such areas are called 


for rice cultivation in which paddy is not transplanted. Now most 
of them have either dried up or been drained. 10 


Map No. 4 

The map is intended to show the use of iron objects in the plains 
of the middle Ganga before or around c. 300 b.c. Twenty-eight 
sites are listed as a result of excavation. In respect of Mahabir Ghat, 
Begum Haveli (also written as Begum ki Haveli) and Gulzar- 
bagh Government Press playground the iron objects have not 
been classified place- wise, 11 butL.A. Narain informed me (10 May 
1982) that these were found at all the places in the earliest NBP 
layers. 12 Iron objects also occur in the black-and-red layers in the 
plains, but several such sites are found in the outlying areas in 
Madhya Pradesh and west Bengal. Apparently the middle Gangetic 
plains show a stronger and wider association of iron objects with the 
NBP deposits. For example, in Rajghat, 4 iron objects have been 
reported from the pre-NBP phase, but 1 6 from the early NBP layers 
characterized as IB. An impressive increase in quantity is also found 
in the NBP layers of Prahladpur, Chirand and Sonpur. 

The largest number of iron objects has been reported from 
Kausambl and Rajghat, probably because of their nearness to the 
Vindhyan spurs and their less humid climate. But in these places 
also most iron goods are in a corroded condition and appear to be 
‘shapeless and indeterminate bits 5 . Significantly a good many iron 
artifacts are meant for production or domestic purposes. They 
include hoes, and socketed tools comprising axes, adzes, chisels, 
knives, etc. A ploughshare, found at Kausambl, belongs to the late 
NBP phase, and the same is true of another, found at Raghuasoi 
in Vaishali district in course of a trial digging. A cattleshoe from 
Kausambl belongs to the NBP phase. 13 It is held that between the 
sixth and the fourth centuries b.c. there was an enormous increase 
in the production of weapons and that the iron industry was chiefly 
geared to meet the military requirements of the ambitious, warring 
mahajanapadasN There seems to have been an absolute increase in the 
number of weapons, but whether they outnumber the tools used for 




in the areas of Singhbhum, Mayurbhanj ano 1 Keonjhar. 


Map jYo. 5 

The early NBP phase roughly indicates the period c. 600-300 b.c. 

but human habitation at many sites located on the map started 

before c. 600 b.c. and continued after c. 300 b.c. The view that the 

NBP appeared in the eighth century b.c . 19 is not supported even by 

the calibrated value of the radiocarbon dates for the NBP layers in 

* 


of three radiocarbon dates from Mathura, 20 but the stratigraphica 


dates extremely doubtful. Further, the sample carrying 730 b.c. 


and 610 b.c. respectively belong to later levels in the same trench 
as has yielded a younger date, i.e., 300 B.c., for an earlier level. 23 It is 
significant that most radiocarbon dates for NBP layers at Mathura 
belong to the stratigraphic Period II, which starts with ring wells, 24 
a feature typical of the phase belonging to c. $00 b.c. or to a later 
date. 

Since NBP sites have not been explored systematically, so far they 
number about 585 only. 25 Most of the excavated and explored 
sites are situated in eastern UP and Bihar, i.e., in the ancient 
mahajanapadas of Vatsa, Kosala, Malla, Kasi, Vajji, Magadha and 
Artga. Thirty-one excavated sites are shown in the enclosed area of 
the map. These are not exclusively NBP sites, but at many places 
NBP deposits are 2-3 metres thick. Pa|aliputra stands for 3 NBP sites. 
Thus the total number would be 33. Far more explored sites are 
known in eastern UP and the adjacent portions of the south- 
eastern doab than in Bihar. In the districts of Darbhanga, Saharsa, 



Madhepura and Purnea fewer sites have been reported. These 
districts cover the Kosi plains or roughly Videha. The main concen- 
tration of the NBP seems to be on both sides of the Ganga from 
Allahabad to Bhagalpur. 

The map is not intended to indicate the origin and diffusion of 
the NBP. The thick boundary line broadly demarcates the area in 
which settlements appeared on a large scale in the age of the Buddha. 
Many excavated sites show a thin horizon of black-and-red ware, 
which suggests the beginning of habitations in the pre-NBP phase. 
But these sites are generally nearer to theVindhyas or the Himalayas. 
In several trenches in Chirand black-and-red ware shows a long 
life, and NBP appears with burnt bricks and ring wells around 
500 b.g. In any case the NBP deposits are substantially thick at 
most excavated sites, and in spite of lack of systematic efforts 
the number of explored sites in the alluvial tracts of the middle of 
Gangetic zone is considerable enough to suggest the first major 
demographic explosion during the two or three centuries preceding 
the start of the Maurya age. 


1 Bieham Dutt, ‘Settlements of the Painted Grey Ware in Haryana', Ph.D. 
thesis, Kurukshetra University, Kurukshetra, 1980, p. 35 contains a map of 
the PGW sites in Haryana on the basis of which we can make such 
a statement. 

2 Ibid., pp. 177-81, and Appendix II. 

3 Ibid., p. 177. 

4 Ibid., p. 338. 

5 Ibid., p. 181. 

6 Ibid., p. 177. 

7 Ibid., p. 160. 

8 Data about the distribution of Grey Ware and PGW sites has been collected 
by Miss Madhubala, Deputy Superintending Archaeologist, Archaeological 
Survey of India, New Delhi. The figures cover the period up to 30 April 1982, 
and have been communicated to me by J. P. Joshi, Director (Exploration), 
Archaeological Survey of India, through his letter of 19 May 1982. Miss 
Madhubala also provided me with statewise figures. 

9 K. T. M. Hegde, ‘Ancient Indian Copper and Iron Metallurgy 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 , Indian 
Journal of the History of Science, XVI, 1981, p. 197. 

10 The details in this section are based on S. P. Chaudhuri, et al Soils of India , 
Indian Council of Agricultural Research, New Delhi, 1963. But I have added 
something on the basis of my own observation. The map of the plains is based 
on R. L. Singh, ed., India: A Regional Geography , (Varanasi, 1971, p. 191, 
Fig. 5.3. 
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Appendix 

il B. P. Sinha and L. A. Xarain, Pamhp'itu. £X<n ww, 195 5-5 o, Parra. 


12 


P- 

In 1912-13 D. B. Spooner's excavation at Buiandibagh ?«una bf iv . > 
light a chariot wheel with iron round the hub. 200 u:::r.-er:b. d ca-t coir.', u.- 
terracotta head ol a smiling infant and also a dancing terracotta girl. Ibi ... 
p. 7. All these could be attributed to c. 300 e.c., but the u>c W ii on : w La ** 
started at the site earlier. 

I saw this in the Museum of the Department of Ann « .t Hmor\ . Cub and 
Archaeologv at the LTnlveisity of Allahabad. 


K. T. M. Hegde, ‘Ancient Indian Copper and Bon Meiaibn 


■ '-1 5 


1 


a 


Journal of the Hi stay f Sconce, XVI, 1981, 197 together with in. 23 
Hegde, op. cit , 197. 


17 Ibid. 

18 Ibid. 


B. B. Lai, £ Did Painted Grey Ware continue up to the . 
Pnratlattva , Xo. 9, 1977-78, 




“TO 


20 

21 


. C. Joshi and A. K. Sinha, 1 Chronology of Mathura — An A*s.'>..nn ni*» 
PuratatL'a, Xo. 10, 1973-79,39. 


22 Ibid. 


23 


24 

25 


l., 42 fn. 1. All these dates are based on the longer ia«I.o"arbon Xml f-ltfo 
value of 5730 ± 10 years. 

Ibid., 43. 

The majority of these sites have been counted by Deputy Kohli. 'a no ha-, been 
working on the XBP problem. I have added more than 100 *-ites to LL 31 o. 
The present list roughly covers the sites known til! the end of Masclt 1981 
I am grateful to Dr H. Sarkar of the Archaeological Survey of India tin. 
showing me some unpublished material on the subject. 



Appendix III 

RADIOCARBON DATES FOR THE UPPER GANGETIC 
PAINTED GREY WARE-IRON SITES 
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cattle owned by, 80 
claim services from Sudras, 15 
conflict with ksatriyas, 81, 127, 164 
exempted from tax payments, 76 
as fighters, 143 
gifts of cultivated fields to, 73 
grant of village revenues to, 108 
their materialistic motives in invent- 
ing rituals, 79 
monopolize gifts, 15, 76, 78 
one of 17 types of priests, 79, 82 
privileges of, 15 
in Ramayana, 150 
recipient of booty and ball, 78 
and rituals, 79 

their role in subordinating peasantry 
to nobility, 74-5 
in Rg Veda, 49-50 
and sacrifices, 40 
and taxation, 78 

take up trade in times of distress, 
123 

Brhatsamhita, 15 

bribery, in class-based society, 15 
bricks 

burnt/baked/fire-baked, 91, 107, 160, 
164, 176 
brick-kiln 

no reference to, in later Vedic texts, 
59 

bronze, diffusion of technique of mak- 
ing, 13 

use limited in India, 13 
bronze age, 168 

absent in north-eastern India, 102f 



contribution of Gordon Childe to 
the study of the societies of, 2 
graves in Urals, 23 
Buck, Carl Darling, 26, 33fh, 34fn 
Budaun, 72 

Buddha, 32, 117, 120, 126, 173 
did not abolish slavery, 4 
opposed to heredity in caste, 124 
supported by substantial peasants, 4 
teachings of, 91 
Buddha, age of 

agricultural society in, 90 
commercial traffic in, 10 
dependent labour in, 163 
material life in, 9 If 
peasantry in, 3, 17 
productive forces in, 17, 89f, 131fn 
rationalism in, 83 

socio-economic development in, 90f 
taxpayers in, 141-2 
trade in, 84, 123f 
urban setting in, 84, 123-7 
Buddhism, 

accelerated detribalization, 128 
and class-based socio-economic for- 
mation, 128-30 
for lay followers, 130-1 
product of the second phase of iron 
age, 128 

socio-economic nature of, 127-8 
and state-based socio-economic for- 
mation, 128-30 
Buddhist Councils, 117, 127 
buffalo, 

need for history of, 14 
Buhler, George, llOfh 
Bulandibagh, 177 
‘buying’, 

term for, in Indo-Iranian languages, 
31 

Caesar, 30 
Caitra, 69 

Calcutta, 86, 1 12fn, 154 
camel, 

need for the history of, 14 
Campa, 94, 101, 118, 123 
Camparapya, 101 


capitalist society, 3 
free peasants in, 3 

peasantry controlled bv market laws 
in, 3 

Cardona, George, 170 
cast copper coin, 
from KauSambi, 59 
caste/caste system, 
absent in RY, 49-50 
attributed to notions of pantv and 
impurity, 7 

Buddha opposed to hereditv in, 124 
early medieval craft guilds fossilised 
into, 17 

and mode of production, 49-53 
process of its dissolution, 6 
role of economic factors in the < cigin 
of, 7, 21fh 

‘vigour’ and ‘peisistence' of. 6 
cattle, 

association of tribal chief with, 38-9. 
40, 43, 50 

bones of, from excavations, 24, 62, 
118, 120, 157 

bones with cut marks found at Atran- 
jikhera, 62, 120: at Hastmapur, 
62; and Kotia, 118 
domestication of, 24, 1 18, 158, 16. 
economy, 14, 49; need for the history 
of, 14 

essential for agriculture, 14, 109-10, 
120f, 132fn 

gifts to brahmapas, 50, 119 
gifts to tribal chiefs in RV, 32, 39, 40, 
50-1 

killing denounced, in Athana Veda, 
121 ; by Buddhism, 109-10, 12 If, 
127, 164, 165; by Jainism, 122 
killing in Vedic sacrifices, 62, 80, 
84, 109, 118-21, ISlfii, 161, 164 
non-productive, 165 
owned by large families, 29, 50-1 
pastoralism, 24f, 38—9, 51, 62, 65, 
71, 157-8, 169 

preservation promoted by Bud- 
dhism, 109-10 

protection of, against any encroach- 
ment by king, 73 



rituals connected with the increase 
of, 70 

role of kinship groups in distribution 
of, 45-6 

terms for, 26f, 119 

tribal wars for, 28—9, 31-2, 38-9, 46, 
50, 157-8 

wealth in the form of, 28f, 50—1, 
157 

cattle-rearing, 141 

and agriculture, 120, 147 
constricted by sacrifices, 62, 84 
dominant in the $g Veda, 24f, 29, 
38-9, 46-7, 51, 62,65, 71, 79, 
157-8 

encouraged by Buddhism, 166 
linguistic evidence for, 24 
in Mahdbharata, 148, 152 
in Ramayana , 150-2 
role of kinship groups in, 45—6 
rituals connected with, 70 
in tribal production units, 39 
insufficient for forming varpas and 
janapadas , 166 
caturvarga , 8-9 
cereals, 

archaeological evidence on, 23, 61-2, 
71, 160f 

distribution of, 44 
as gifts to priests, 141 
history of, 14 

linguistic evidence on, 26 
in later Vedic times, 61f, 70f, 160f 
from PGW levels, 61-2, 160f 
in Rg Veda, 26, 39, 44, 61, 158-9 
surplus production of, 83 
Chadwick, J., 171 
Chakra varti, Dilip K., 1 14fn 
chalcolithic phase, 62, 118, 162 
in the Gangetic basin, 13 
and non-Vedic people, 79 
in south Bihar, 101-2 
in the Vindhyas, 101-2 
Cham par an, 101 
Chan ana, Dev Raj, 116fn 
Chandigarh, 21fn 
Chandragupta Maurya, 98 
chariots. 


of Aryans, fitted with copper/bronze, 

22 

in bronze age, 23, 32 
horse drawn, 23 
charity, 

preached by the Buddha, 110 
Chattopadhyaya, K. C., 171 
Ghaudhuri, S. P., 176 
Chenab, 23 
Chicago, 21fn 
chiefdom, 88fh, 139 
and distribution of booty, 36f, 143-4, 
158 

in later Vedic times, 84 
loyalty of kinsmen to, 39-40, 158 
in the Mbh., 142-4 
position and functions, 37f, 84 
and presents, 39-40, 143-4, 158 
and priesthood, 39f, 84 
and tributes, 38f, 143-4, 158-9 
voluntary gifts in, 144-5, 158-9 
see also, gifts, ksatriyas, potlatch , tribe 
chiefs /chieftain, 47 
distribution practised by, 42-3 
geras (share) for, in Greece, 45 
in later Vedic age, 166 
receive gifts, 167 
share of, 76 
child marriage, 14 
Childe, Gordon, 2 

application of surplus theory by, 12 
study of social evolution by, 12 
Chinese accounts 

on decline of towns in Gupta and 
post-Gupta times, 17 
Chirand, 114fn, 123, 174, 176 
iron at, 117 
chisels, 

of iron, 117 
from Sonpur, 117 
Choudhury, K. A., 67fn 
citizenship 

Greco-Roman, cf. varpa system, 15, 
163-4 

Civarakhandhaka, 134fh 
clan,/s, 

distribution system in 
food sharing in, 43, 45 



formation of, 159 
and grant of land, 73 
and land ownership, 29—30 
in later Vedic age, 166 
villages based on, 167 
class/class system, 

conflict, and town-countryside rela- 
tions, 16 

differentiation, 51 
in early Vedic period, 166 
in later Vedic period, 74, 83-4 
socio-economic formation based on, 
128-30 

and tribe, 6, 128, 146-7 
class-based/divided society, 108f 140, 
in Mbh., 141-2 
role of intelligentsia in, 2 
superseded kin-based society, 5 
usury and bribery in, 15 
classical accounts, 
mention Indian steel, 13 
clearance, 

in Gangetic plains, 173 
light on, by analysis of place names 
in Pali texts, 13 

see also, climatic conditions, iron 
climatic conditions, 

and clearance, 25-6, 56, 89f 
in the Indo-Gangetic divide, 56 
in the middle Gangetic plains, 71, 
89-94 

and preservation of material objects, 
56, 71, 89, 91-3, 162 
and settlements, 56, 89 
in the Upper Gangetic plains, 56, 71, 
90f 

see also, rainfall, soils 
coarse grey wares, 70 
cognates, 

gifts from, 44-5 
coins, 

brahmanical attitude to, 165 
in the Mbh., 145 

and moneylending, 124-6, 144, 165 
not in use before c. 6th B. C., 30-1, 
77, 123, 161 
and NBP, 91 

punch-marked, 123, 151, 164 


in Ramayana , 150-1 
and rise of Buddhism, 128, 131, 
162f 

and rise of towns, 164-5 
of silver, 164 

statistical investigation of, 19 
and traders, 164-5 
in Vedic literature, 123-4, 165 
colonial, 

attitude to historical problems, 13 
society, peasantry in, 3 
commerce, 

absent in early Vedic age, 31 
in the age of the Buddha, 10 
no common designation for, in Indo- 
European languages, 31 
peak of, in Kusapa phase, 16 
in Vedic period, 10 
see also , trade/ traders 
communal sacrifice, 

mechanism of, for appropriation and 
distribution of surplus, 15 
communism, 

primitive, seen in teachings of the 
Buddha, 129 

conquest, as cause of slavery, 4 
consumption, communal, 40 
copper-bronze, 
in India, 13, 102f 
and the Rg Veda , 23 
countryside, 

role in overall mode of production, 
16 

crafts / craftsmen 
and guilds, 17 

integral in kin-based society, 49 
peak of, in Kusapa phase, 16 
in pre-Mauryan texts, 107 
and taxation, 77 
in Vedic times, 7 
Crete, 169 
crops, 

advanced knowledge of, m early 
medieval texts, 15 
not a bone of contention in RV , 58 
study of rotation of, 14 
see also, agriculture, barley, rice> 

wheat 
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cultivation, 
collective, 167 

terms for, in Indo-European lan- 
guages, 25 
and nomads, 25 
in Pali texts, 13 
customs, 

residues of, help in elucidation of 
ancient texts, 20 

Dadheri, 23, 173 
animal bones from, 24 
Dahaes, 37 
Dani. A. H., 33fn 
Darbhanga, 175 
Dardic, 41 
Das Kapiial 1 1 Ifn 
Dasa/s, 25, 37-8 
dasa, 25, 108 
Daiaratlia, 40, 77, 150 
Dasyu/s, 146-7 
gifts to, 146 

Iranian evidence on ethnic character 
of, 37 

their potentialities to raise armies, 
146 

David, Rhys, 153fn 
debt 

and the Buddhist samgha, 125, 129, 
165 

connotation in Vedic texts, 124-5 
payment with interest encouraged 
by Buddhism, 124-5, 165 
Deccan, non-Vedic tribes in, 79 
Delhi, 32fa, 5 lfn, 56, 67, 85-7, 110, 
131-2, 138, 172 
Deshmukhj P. S., 32fn 
Dey, N. L., 85fn, 110, 114 
Dhara, iron pillar from, 15 
dharrna, 7-8, 135 
Dharmaraksita, 110, 132fh 
DharmaSdstras, 109, 135, 147 
caturvarga in, 8 
inheritance laws in, 14 
laws of, to coerce producers of 
' surplus, 17 

laws on primogeniture in, 14 


political and legal institutions in, 17 
on war, 38 

DharmasUtras , 90—1, 110-2, 123, 131 
dates of, 91 
locale of, 9 1 

dice, stakes in the game of, 7 3 
Digha Nikdya , 30, 90, 109, 116, 125. 
127, 128 

Dikshit, K. N., 171 
Dikshit, M. G., 67fn 
diffusion, 

of languages, 20 
of material culture, 20 
diffusionists, 

on history of artifacts, tools and 
weapons, 13 
Digambaras, 98 
distribution, 

of cultivated land in RV, 42-3 
in early India, 52fn 
functions of, performed by gana and 
vidatha, 32, 40 
practice of, in RV, 41f 
practised by chiefs and gods, 42-3 
terms for, in RV, 41f 
unequal in RV, 159 
diwani, rights taken over by the 
British, 14 
do ah, 72, 92 

domestication, of cattle, 24 
Draupadi, 136, 140, 143 
polyandry of, 140 
Dravidians, 

art of coastal navigation attributed 
to, 124 
Dflayus, 48 
Df-sadvatl, 

settlement along, 69-70 
Duryodhana, 135, 143 
Dutt, Breham, 85fn, 176 

economic history 

not application of economic theory 
with ‘retrospective’ effect, 1 
economy, food producing, 82-3 
rural, 101 
subsistence, 151 

tribal, egalitarian nature of, 139 



see also, agriculture, pastoralism, 
trade 

egalitarian tribal society, 
in Rg Veda, 51, 84 
its transition to incipient state, 84 
egalitarianism 

undermined by the greater share of 
chiefs and priests, 50-1 
Egypt, 138 
Ekanala, 102, 115 

elephant, need for the history of, 14 
‘elite’ theory 

as a model for study of Indian his- 
tory, 2 

role in mode of production, 2, 9 
Engels, re-examination of, 6 
Epic/epics 

agriculture in, 143 
archaic and developed social prac- 
tices in, 152 
dating of, 136 
gifts and tributes in, 143-4 
Hopkins on, 136 
kingship in, 143f 
matrilineal society in, 136f, 140f 
patrilineal society in, 136, 140 
polyandry in, 136 
state-based society in, 136 
stateless society in, 136 
tribal society in, 136 
varna-based society in, 136 
Epic Age 

a misnomer, 139-40 
Eta, 117-8 
Europe, 58, 170 

land grants in, sanctified by politi- 
cal-legal compulsions, 16 
paucity of coins in 9th-13th c. in, 17 
evolutionary view of history, corro- 
borated by anthropological stu- 
dies, 5 

family, 

concept in RV, 29 
Homer’s description of, 29 
labour, 3, 5 

laws, link with growth of private 
rights in land, 14 


nature of, manifest in laws of 



farming, 141 
in RV, 43 


Farrukhabad, 72 
fee, sacrificial, 8 1-2 
fertilitv, 

myths and rituals as symbols of, 8 
represents production, 8 
fertilizers, 

advanced knowledge of, in earlv 
medieval texts, 15 

feudal /feudalism (phase, social forma- 
tion, society), 

characterised by servile peasantn , 3 
emergence of, 18 
in Gupta times, 149 
subtypes in, 18 

technological base of, unexplored. 
14-5 
fields, 

size and location of, study of, 14 
‘Fire-altars' 

archaeological evidence of, 64 
fire-baked bricks, 

diffusion of making, 13 
see also, bricks 
fiscal rights, 

of beneficiaries of land grants. 18 
flora, 

in foothills of the Himalayas 57 
in later VecLic texts, 56-7 
in upper Gangetic plains, 56-7 
fodder, 49 
food, 

distribution of, in i?I r , 41-2 
shared amongst kinsmen and rela- 
tives, 43-5 

terms for sharing of, 43-5 
foodgatherers, 151 
foodgrains, 

see also, cereals, gift, tax 
food production, 151 
not primary in RV, 38 
force, 

use of, in tax collection, 76-7 


forced labour, 18 





$ 


in the age of Buddha, 173 distribution of, 39, 41 

clearance of, 89, 101-2, 162 economy, basis of social fabric in the 


plains, 89 
in Pali texts, 101 

use and ownership of, for study of 
mode of production, 14 
France, 

‘neo-Marxist’ anthropologists in, 

21fh 

free peasants, 

in capitalist society, 3 
in pre-feudal society, 3 
component of production, 1 7 
see also, peasant/peasantry, produc- 
tion 
furrow, 

marks at Kalibangan, 25 

Gandak, 101 
Gandhara, 

horse goods from graves in, 62 
iron in, 117 
Ganga, 173, 176 
Ganga basin/valley 

chalcolithic settlements in, 13 
clearance of, 101 
colonization of, 101 
iron and urbanization in, lllfn 
territorial settlements in, 101 
Ganga-Yamuna doab, 72 
Gangetic system, 
change in the course of, 12 
Garhwal, 92 
Gaur, R. C , 67fn 
Gautama (Buddha), 126, 127 
Gautamas 

the hymns of, 33fn 
Gautami, 136 

Gavampati, (merchant), 124 
Gaya, 90, 94, 102, 117, 173 
Ghaghra, 173 
Ghosh, A., 112fn 
gifts, 166 

attitude of Buddha to, 32 
cattle as object of, 30, 50, 79 
of chariots, 30 


in epics, 79, 143-4 
exchange of, 52 

of foodgrains, lacking in RV, 39 
to gods, 31 
of horses, 30 

items of, 40-1, 73, 79, 159 
of land, 30 

in later Vedic age, 79, 83-4 
mechanism of, for appropriation and 
distribution of surplus, 15, 110 
monopolized by brahman as, 15 
needed for social harmony, 110 
payment by peasant societies, 3 
to priests, 31-2, 50, 163, 167 
purpose of, 80 

reciprocal, between gods and men, 
43 

in Rg Veda, 30-2, 79 
for sacrifices, 32 
of slaves, 30 
sharing of, 139 

income of tribal chiefs in the form of, 
31-2, 39, 167 

voluntary in tribal society, 144-5 
Gimbutas, Marija, 170 
Girivrajapura, 101 
glass, in later Vedic texts, 60 
Gluckman, Max, 153fn, 155fn, 156fn 
Gobhila Grhyasutra, 132fn 
Godelier, Maurice, 54, 153fn 
gods, 

cowbom, in RV, 24 
four categories of, in RV, 24 
gold, 

coins of, almost totally absent in 
India between 7th- 10 th centu- 
ries, 17 

its use in later Vedic society, 77 
Gomal, 

iron in the valley of, 7 1 
Gonda, J., 116fn, 171 
Gorakhpur, lllfn 
gosfha, 27 

government, see, polity 



Go vindas vamm , 133fn Harappa/n, 157, 169. 1 71 

gram, cultivation of, 174 end of the culture, 138, 160 

grama , 27, 46—8, 55, 75, 78, 107, 159 inscriptions, 138 


beginning of agriculture in, 47 
engaged in looking for kine, 47 
identified with, j ana in RV, 47 
its kin-based identity, 47 
grants, 

mechanism of, for appropriation and 
distribution of surplus, 15 
Great Man theory, 

Sanskrit maxim against, 12 
Great Tradition, 

as a theory to explain social dyna- 
mics, 2 

Greece, 45, 82, 109, 168-9, 171 

citizenship in, compared with varna 
system in ancient India, 15, 163-4 
iron-based crafts and agriculture in, 
83 

Greek, 29, 30, 45 
GreyWare, 102, 168, 171-2 
and late Harappan ware, 23 
and Rg Veda , 64 
Grhyasutras , 28, 91, 108, 110-111 
dates of, 91 
locale of, 91 
Griffith, R. T. H., 53fn 
guilds, 

their transformation into castes, 159 
Gujarat, 

forced labour in, 18 
insecure tenantry in, 18 
Gulzarbagh (arch, site), 174 
Gupta/s, 

golden age of, myth of, 16 
feudal developments ascribable to, 
149 

changes in land system in the time 
of, 14 

poor structural remains of, at Sonkh, 
16 

Srur ti laws of the period of, 1 4 
Gyanchand, lllfn 

The Hague, 170 
handicraft/s, 

role of iron in production of, 60, 7 1-2 


and PGW, 82, 157 
pottery, 82 
settlements, 56 
Harivamsa. 136, 147, 14S, 155 
Haryana, 44-5, 56-61, 63, 85, 138, 
157, 160, 168, 172-3, 17 6 
iron implements from, 7 1 
late Harappan settlements in, 70 
PGW from, 69-70 
Hastinapura, 173 

animal bones with cut marks from, 
62 

horse remains from, 62 
iron objects from, 85 fn 
PGW from, 58f 

hearths, communal characters of later 
Vedic, 63 

from Ahar, 63 ; Ahicchatra, 63 ; 
Atranjikhera, 63; Kaseri, 63: 
Purana Qjla, 63 
Hegde, K. T. M., 176-7 
Herodotus, 175 
Hesiod, 

on role of kinship in ancient Greece, 

2Ifo 

Himachal, 60 
Himalayas, 

flora in the foothills of, 57 
Hindukush, 36-7 
HiranyakeHn. Gfhyasuira, I32fn 
hired labourer, 4, 12 
in the age of Buddha, 30 
engaged in craft and agricultural 
production, 17 
not in Rg Veda, 30 
see also, labour 
hiring, 

Indo-European languages on, 

30-1 

historical materialism, 
application of, 2, 1 1-2 
elements of, 11-2 
and sociological model, 2 
see also, Childe, Gordon; Kosambi, 
D. D.; production 
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history, 

anthropological view of, 5 
evolutionary view of, 5 
materialist explanation of, 8—9 
Hittites, 168-9 
Hodges, Henry, 86fn 
hoes, 92—3 

of iron, 60, 1 12 

in pre-Maury an layers in north 
India, 94 

see also , agriculture, iron 
Homer. 

on family, 29 

Hopkins, Edward W., 25, 33, 136, 
141-2, 152fn, 153fn, 154fn, 155fn 
Hopkins, Keith, 

on Roman slavery, 21fn 
Horner, I. B., 13!fn 
horse, 

in chariots, 22-3 
domestication of, 24 
need for the history of, 14 
remains of, from Hastinapura, 62 ; 
from PGW levels, 62; from Sur- 
kotada, 33 

in Rg Vedic society and economy, 
38 

in Vedic sacrifices, 62 
see also, gifts 
Humphrey, S. C. 

on role of kinship m ancient Greece, 
21fn 

ideology, 

and mode of production, 9-10 
of peasant, reflected in oral folk 
tradition, 20 
religious, 8 
Iksvaku, 120 
implements, 

advanced knowledge of, in early 
medieval texts, 15 

agricultural, need for the history of, 
13 

indigenous origin of, 13 
role in state and social formation, 13 
impurity, notions of 

and formation of caste system, 7 


in tribal societies, 7 
unable to explain changes in basic 
social structure, 9 
Ina Suita, 125 
India /n, 13, 110, 137, 163 

as a cultural unit and diffusionists, 
13 

northern, 168 

psycho-analytical approach to the 
history of, 1 1 
southern, 149 

unchanging character of the society, 
1 

western, 149 

Indo-Aryan linguistics, 20, 43, 157 
Indo-Europeans, 168-9 
Indo-European languages, 22, 25-8, 
30, 31, 33fn, 43, 45, 58, 157-8 
mingling of, with pre-Aryan, 82 
Indo-Gangetic divide, 56, 160 
flow of rivers in, 69 
food producing economy in, 82-3 
material setting and social forma- 
tions in, 69f 
PGW from, 59, 172f 
use of iron in, 169-70 
Indo-Iranians, 82 

Indra, 28, 37, 41, 42, 78, 119, 167, 169 
as distributor of cultivated land, 
42-3 

divine counterpart of tribal chief, 42 
Indus, 56 

change in the course of the system of, 

12 

civilization, 169 
industrial society, 10 

classless and class-based, 3 
concept more relevant to techno- 
logical rather than to social forma- 
tion, 3 
inheritance, 

laws of, in DharmaSdstras, 14 
inscriptions, 

of Orissa, of. Kautilya’s Arthafdstra, 
19 

intellectuals, 

role of, in class societies, 2 
'see also , elitist theory 



interest, 

no term for, in RV , 30-1 
intermediaries, 

absent in tribal societies, 48 
Iran, 30, 37, 82, 168-9 
bronze finds from, 23 
iron-based crafts and agriculture in, 
83 

Kusana phase as golden age of, 16 
iron, 

absent in some PGW sites, 23 
advent of, in northern India, 58, 71, 
9 If, 117, 160; in north-eastern 
India, 102f 

age, in India, 13; societies of, 2 
agriculture based on, in Greece and 
Iran, 83 

agriculture before the advent of, 23 
agricultral implements of, 72f, 92f, 
112fn, 132fn, 164 
artifacts of, 56, 7 1 , 92, 1 12fn, 117 
carburization of, 94, 161 
and clearance, 13, 72, 92, 101, 1 18f, 
160, 162, 172 

corrosion of, 92-4, 162, 174 
crafts based on, in Greece and Iran, 
83 

and cultivation, 10, 13, 85, 92-3, 
160, 162 

dating of, from PGW layers, 57f, 160 
deposits of ores of, 60, 77, 92, 161-2, 
175 

Egyptian word for, 60 
extensive use of, brings Gangetic 
basin into limelight, 10 
extent of its use, 19, 59f, 72f, 84—5, 
93f. 107, 127, 160-2, 166 
first phase of, in northern India, 
71-2 

found in association with black-and- 
red ware, 58, 117, 174; with NBP, 
72f, 9 If, 94, 118, 164-5, 174-5, 
186-93 App. V; with PGW, 
57f, 69f, 139, 160f, 172-3 
found in north-western India, 71 
from Atranjikhera, 58-9, 72, 85fn, 
94, 112fh, 117; Alamgirpur, 85fh; 
Bairat, 86fn; Bhagalpur, 117-8; 


Chirand, 117; Gangetic basin, 71, 
85, 92, 161, 162; Gandhara, 117; 
Hastinapura, 85fn; Jakhera, !!2fn 
118; KauSambi, 92, 118: Middle 
Gangetic plains, 174 — 5, App. 
XV-\ , 182-93; Xoh, 85fii, Prakash, 
1 1 Ifn ; Rajghat, 117; Sonpur, 117; 
Taxila, 94; Ujjain, 94; Vaisali, 
117; Vatesar, 86fn 
furnaces for smelting and forging of. 
59 

increasing use of, for non-function- 
al and non-utilitarian purposes, 15 
limited supply of, 60, 72, 77 
limited use for agriculture in PGW 
phase, 60-1, 72 f, 165 
literary references to, 71, 162 
metallurgy, 60, 118 
ploughshare of, 13, 29, 60, 72, 92-4, 
109, 11 Ifn, 118f, 123, 127, 162, 
164, 166, 174-5 

in pre-Maurya tunes, 93 ff, 127-8 
preservation of, 71 
and production, 174 
radio-carbon dates of sites yielding 
objects of, in middle Gangetic 
plains, App. IV- V, 182-93; m 
upper Gangetic plains, App. Ill, 
178-81 

and rise of Buddhism, 127-8, 131, 
162f 

role of, in the rise of territorial king- 
doms, 72, 84, 101, 160f 
rusting of, 85fn, 94 
second phase of, 72 f, 84-5, 1 17f, 
128-30, 162f 
steel, 13, 94, 175 

and social change, 11 If, 117f, 160f 
spears of, 139 

technology, 10, 13, 59f, 72, 77, 85fet, 
93, lllfii; need for the history of, 
13 

terms for, in later Vedic texts, 59-60 
tools of, 13, 19, 71, 93-4, 101, 160, 
162, 164, 174-5, need for statistics 
on, 19 

and tribute collection, 72, 77, 160 
and urbanization, 11 Ifn 
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used in handicrafts, 60, 71—2, 83, 
85, 93; for hunting, 160; in Indo- 
Gangetic divide, 169-70; for 
production, 72, 83, 164ff: for war, 
72, 93, 139, 160-1 

weapons of. 13, 19, 59-60, 7 if, 77, 
127, 139, 160-1, 174; need for 
statistics on, 19 

widespread use of, in second phase 
of, 72f, 84-5 
wrought, 60, 92 , 94, 162 
irrigation, 

Chandogya Upamsad on, 70 
practised in later Vedic age, 70 
ivory, 91 

Jacobi, H., 98, 113 

Jaiminiya Upanisad Brahmana, 60, 86fh 
Jain, Bhagchandra, !33fn 
Jain monk order, 

categories of people denied admission 
to, 129-30 
Jainism, 

and consolidation of class-based 
social formation, 129-30 
Jaipur, 72 

Jaiswal, Suvira, 2lfn 
jajmani system, 

its absence in Arthasastra , 2 
as a model for the study of early 
society, 2 
Jakhera, 112f, 

iron ploughshare from, 60, 72 
Jammu, 23, 163, 171-2 
Janaka, 143 
Janamejaya, 81 
Jatakas, 90, 1 14 
Jatila, 136 
Jaunpur, 93 

Jaya-Samhita , 137, 145, 153fn, 154 
Jayaswal, Vidula, 115fn 
Jha, D. N. 154fn 
Jha, Vivekananda, 21fn 
Jhunjhunu, 59, 67 
Jnatadharmakatha, 98, 113 
Jodhpura, 58 

Joshi, Jagat Pati (J. P.), 23, 33, 88, 171, 
176 


and Social Formations 

Joshi, M. C., 68, lllfn, 177 
Joshi, Shrxpad, 132fn 
jowar, study of the cultivation of, 14 
Jullundur, 23 

Kajangala, 89, 101, 110, 114 
Kali age, 147-8 
descriptions in Purapas, 18, 155 
period of social crisis, 18 
Kalibangan, 

‘fire altars’ from, 64 
furrow marks from, belonging to pre- 
Harappan times, 23 
Kalin ga, 89, 163 
Kalpasutras, lllfn 
Kampila, 59 
Kane, P. V., 87fn 
Kanpur, 174 
Kanvas, 32fn 

Kapavya, a Dasyu Nisada chief, 146-7 
Kdpavyacarita, 147 
Kapilavaslu, 101 
Kapisthala-Katha-Samhit a, 67fn 
Kamal, 85 fn, 

Kaseri, 63 
Kashmir, 171 
Kasi, 175 

Kasibharadvaja Sutta , 112-3 fn 
Kassites, 169 

Kathaka Samhita, 58, 87, 131fh 
Kathiawar, 20 

Katpalon (Katpalan), 23, 173 
Katydyana Srautasutra , 63, 131fn 
Kauravas, 135-7, 142 
Kausalya, 150 

KauSambi, 59, 94, 101, 123, 173-4 
sacrificial altar attributed to, 62 
iron ploughshare and other objects 
from, 92, 118 
NBP from, 91 
Katdika Sutra, 1 19 
Kautilya 2, 4, 19, 142 
his fiscal and administrative terms in 
Orissa inscriptions, 19 
earliest models of rural-urban 
settlements provided by, 16 
and spatial expansion of units of 
production, 10 



Keith, A. B., 32, 51, 58, 78,81, 131, 170 

Keonjhar, 175 

Khadira Grhyasutra, 132fn 

Khapumata (village), 101, 114fn 

Khazanchi, T. N., 171 

Khowar (dialect), 27, 41 

Khuddaka Nik ay a, 90 

kin-based polity, 76 

kin-based social formation, in RV, 46-7 

kin-based society, 

place of craftsmen in, 49 
superseded by state-and class-based 
societies, 5 
kin-based units, 

terms for, in RV, 48-9 
king, 

cattle-based terms for, in RV, 24 
coronation of, 40 
not protector of land in R V, 30 
without standing army in later Vedic 
age, 83-4 

share of, in the produce, 77 
as visampati, 142 
kingship, 

in epics, 136, 143 ff 
from tribal to territorial, 40 
Kinnaur, 92 
kinship, 1, 9 
and band, 6, 46 

bonds strengthened by advent of 
agriculture, 3 

determining factor in tribal com- 
munity', 6, 21fn, 48-9 
and economic relations, 145f 
in epics, 143-4 

insignificant role in ancient Greece, 
21fh 

and land grant/ownership, 30, 73 
element in later Vedic polity, 84 
in Mbh., 142f 

mechanism of, for surplus appropri- 
ation and distribution, 15 
plurifunctional role of, 139 
and production relations, 45-6 
rituals transcend, 80 
role in ancient times, 5 
role in cattle-rearing and cattle 
distribution, 45-6 


rules of, in primitive societies, 46 
size and shape of units of, 48-9 
inadequate for explaining basic social 
changes, 9 
in Vedic societv, 36 
character of r ids-hi based on. 40-1 
see also , samgha 
kinsmen, 

food sharing amongst, 43-5 
as tax collectors, 76, 83 
kisan movement. 

of the 1930s and 1940s, 16 
knife, 

of iron, in Vedic literature, 72 
Kohli, Deputy, 1 15fn, 177 
Kokdlika Suita, lllfn, 114 
Koliya, 109 

Kosala, 89, 92, 101, 108, 117, 121, 173 
Purapic list of dynasties in, doubts 
about, 13 

Kosambi, Dharmanand, 132-4fns 
Kosambi, D-D. ill 

his contributions to the studv of 

f 

social formation, 2 
his critique of the Asiatic mode of 
production, 2 
Kosi (river), 173, 176 
Kotia, 

animal bones with cut marks from, 
118 

Krader, L, 35fn 
ksatriya/s, 4, 33, 74f, 123, 161 
in Buddhist literature, 127, 163-4 

conflict with brahmapas, 127, 164 
and with vaisyas, 82 
entitled to taxes, 73f, 127, 164 
exempted from taxes, 78 
functions of, in var n a-divided society , 
143 

in Jain texts, 163-4 
as protector of fields, 127 
in pig Veda, 50 
in Ramdyana, 150 
and rulers, 73f, 127, 143 
and sacrifices, 40 

their unity and cooperation with 
brahma pas, 81 

as warriors, 73ff, 127, 143 
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see also, brahman as, Sudras, vaisyas. 
Kumaon. 
hills of, 60 

supply of iron from, 77 
Kurgan (tumulus grave culture), 170in 
Kuru/s, 72, 89, 118-9, 138-9 
assemblies of, 88 
famine in the land of, 7 1 
kingdom of, 86 
PGW in the area of the, 69 
Kuru-Pahcala/s, 138-9, 172 
epicentre of PGW, 86fn 
growing royal authority of, 8 1 
later Vedic texts composed in, 56 
rise of the kingdom of, due to iron 
weapons, 72 

Kurukshetra, 23, 26, 89, 138, 172, 176 

KuSagrapura, 101 

Kusapa/s 

increasing trade under, 155fn, 
urbanization in the age of, archaeo- 
logical evidence on, 16 
see also, Sonkh 
Kusajja phase, 

as golden age of Pakistan, 16 
peak of crafts, commerce, monetary 
economy, 16 
prosperity of, 16 
KuSinagara, 101, 123 
Kutch, 33fn 

labour, agricultural, 49, 85, 98, 113£h, 
148 

dependent, 109f, 163, 166-7 
division of, 12, 166 
exploitation of, 32 
family, 51, 163 

form of rent extracted through land 
grants, 15 

hired, 108, 110, 1 16fn, 121, 130, 
141 

in lieu of debt, 125 
mode of payment to, 108 
organisation of, 11-2 
process of specialisation amongst, 12 
processes of, their effect on size and 
shape of kinship units, 48-9 
slave, 74; 108f, 116f, 130, 163 


supplied by peasants and Sudras, 17, 
164 

surplus, 15 
of tribesmen, 5 1 

see also, dasa , kammakara, Sudras 
Lai, B. B., 67, lllfn, 177 
lances, 

of iron, 117 
from Sonpur, 117 
land, 14, 103, 167 

clan control of, 29-30, 73-4 
communal control of, 18 
cultivation with family labour, 29 
its distribution in Ramayana, 150 
in epics, 144f, 151 
as fiscal unit, 78 
gift of, 73 

intermediaries in, 149 
Iranian evidence on, 37 
not common gift in Vedic tradition 
and Ramayana , 150-1 
labourers working on, 18 
measurement of, 103 
ownership of, 14, 28f, 73, 144; 
individual, 18, 103; by patriarchal 
families, 30; royal, 18 
private property in, 29, 152 
as chief means of production, 18, 74; 
in Rg Veda , 23f, 38, 42-7, 50, 158 
rights, in pre-British India, 14 
and relations between peasants and 
rajanyas, 75 

restrictions on grant of, 73, 141 
slaves working on, 18 
unequal distribution of the produce 
of, 74 

in Vedic age, 73, 151 
see also, forests, labour, mines, pasture 
grounds, property, trees, water 
reservoirs 
land grants, 

to cope with the non-payment of 
taxes, 149 
in epigraphs, 149 
in Europe, 16 
impact of, 18 . 

indicate agricultural expansion, 15 
in Mahdbharata , 149 



as mechanism for appropriation and 
distribution of surplus, 15-6 
as mode of payment, 1 7 
and property distribution, 14 
to religious beneficiaries, 18 
sanctified by religio-legal compul- 
sions, 15 

and variations in social formations, 
18 

land system, changes in Gupta and 
post-Gupta times, 14 
landed property, 

Smj-ti laws of the partition of, 14 
land rights, 

and institution of asramas, 151-2 
change in, affected by change in law 
of inheritance, 14 
landed society, 

family and property relationships in, 
affected by laws of inheritance, 14 
languages, diffusion of 20 
Lanka, 152 
late Har appan, 
and grey ware, 23 

horse remains from Surkotada, 33fh 
overlap with PGW, 33fn, 70 
and PGW, 23 

settlements in northern Haryana, 70 
later Vedic age/period 

correlation with PGW culture, 56-8; 
equated with PGW-iron phase, 
82 ; material remains of, 1 60ff 
society of, non-monetary 73 
later Vedic texts 

an amalgam of Sanskrit ic and non- 
Sanskritic, Aryan and non-Aryan 
elements, 57 

composed in Kuru-Pahcala, 56 

glass in, 60 

chronology of, 57-8 

flora in, 56-7 

locale of, 56-7, 65 

material culture in, 58 

no reference to brick-kiln in, 59 

fire-baked bricks lacking in, 59 

and PGW, 58f, 64 

plough in, 60-1 

property in, 73 


sacrifices in, 62, 64 
terms for iron in, 59-60 
Latin, 28-9 

Latyayana Srautasutra , 131fn 
Lauriyanandangarh, 123 
laws, 

of Smytis, meant for higher varjjas in 
Gupta and post-Gupta times, 14 
Learmonth, A. T. A., 90, HOfn 
leasing, 

Indo-European languages on, 30- 
lending, 

Indo-European languages on, 30-1 
lentils, 

in later Vedic times, 61-2 
study of the cultivation of, 14 
Leumann, 1 13fn 
Levi Strauss, Claude, 46 
lineage, 

help in understanding social insti- 
tutions, 5 

link with kinship, 5 
segmentary, 88fn 
society based on, 48, 52fn, 139 
linguistics, 

as an aid to historical investigation, 

20 

literary’ sources, 

archaeology-aided texts, 19 
need for stratification of, 19 
then vocabulary to be compared with 
inscriptional vocabulary, 19 
Little Tradition, 

as a theory to explain social 
dynamics, 2 
London, llOfii, 132 
Lothal, 

‘fire altars’ from, 64 
lower Gangetic basin, and use of Iron, 
13 

Lucknow, 174 
Ludhiana, 23 
Lumbinivana, 101 

Macdonell, A. A., 51, 81, 1 16fn, 170 
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MadhyadeSa, 89 
Madra/s, 67, 139 
PGW sites and levels, 69, 72 
Magadlia, 89, 90, 92, 101, 108, 117, 
123-4, 126, 175 
Magahi, 97 

Makabharata, 54, 69, 77, 80, 135f, 165 
acculturation in, 146 
chiefdom in, 142-3 
class-divided society in, 141-2 
Critical Edition of, 136-7 
decline of towns in, 148 
descriptions of Kali age in, 147-8; 

of yuganta in, 147 
kingship in, 147—8 
kinship in, 145f 
land grants in, 149 
material culture described in. 138f 
polyandry in, 140 
slaves in, 146 
social crisis in, 147-8 
society in, 140f 
stages of, 19, 136-7 
state-based society in, 141-2, 145f 
taxation in, 144-5 
trade in, 145, 148 
tribalism in, 142-44 
urbanism in, 145 
Mahabir Ghat, 174 
Mahajanaka J a taka, 1 14fxx 
Mahamangala Sutta, 130 
Mahdparinibbdna Sutta, 1 16fh 
Maharashtra, 

insecure tenantry in, 18 
forced labour in, 18 
mahattara, 

rich peasants, living on rents and 
services of common peasantry, 4 
Mahdvagga, 131fn, 133fh, 134fn 
Mahavira, 98, 127 
Maithili, 25, 113 

Maitrdyani Samhitd, 58, 87, 13 Ifh. 
Majjhimadesa, 89, 101, 110, 162 
Majjhima Nikdya , 120, 122 
Malalasekera, G. P. HOfn 
Malla, 175 


insecure tenantry in, 18 
Manda, 23, 168, 172 
Mandi, 60 

supply of iron from, 77 
Manu, 153 

injunction of, to discipline vaisyas 
and sudras, 18 
see also, Kali age 
manure, 

knowledge of, in later Vedic age, 
70 

marriages, 

rules of, in primitive societies, 46 
tribal practices of, in epics, 140 
Maruts, 47, 119, 167 
gods of vi§, 74 
symbolise peasant order, 74 
Marx, Karl, 35fn 
on towns in Asia, 16 
Marxist anthropologists, 6 
Marxist theory, 

as tool for analysing and explaining 
historical events, 9 
Marxists, 46 

material culture, diffusion of, 20 
materialist explanation of history, 8-9 
materialists, 9 

Mathura, 16, 57, 111, 175, 177 
NBP from, 91 
matrilineal society, 140 
in epics, 136ff 
Matsyas, 139, 172 

PGW in the area of the, 69 s 72 
Maurya/s 

agricultural production under, 15 
cash salaries in the age of, 1 5 
NBP and, 91 
Pali texts and, 90-1 
slaves and wage labourers as pro- 
ducers in the age of, 1 7 
Mauss, Marcel, 35fn, 52 
Mayurbhanj, 162, 175 
Max Muller, 168 
Meerut, 63 
megaliths, 118 
Megasthenes, 116fh 



Mehargarh, 

farming and settled life at, in c. 
6000 b. c., 24 

Mehrauli, iron pillar from, 15, 71 
Meillassoux, Claude, 52fn 
merchants, 

and taxation, 77 
Mesopotamia, 138 
metallurgy 

need for more work on history of, 13 
microliths, 

and black-and-red ware in north- 
eastern India, 102ff 
middle Gangetic basin/plains, 162-3 
climatic conditions in, 89-92, 173-4 
colonization of, 90 
extent of, 89 
forests in, 173 

iron in, 13, 71, 127, 175, 182-93 
material life of, 127-8, 130-1, 165-6 
NBP in, 9 Iff, 182-93 
productive forces in, 89f 
rainfall in, 71, 89-91, 173 
soils of, 173 
migration/s 

in the Rg Vedic period, 48-9 
rituals connected with, 69-70 
millets, 1 14, 1 18 
mines, 

use and ownership of, for study of 
mode of production, 14 
mining, 

need for more work on history of, 13 
Misra, Padma, 171 
Misra, Rajcchatra, 67, 86, 132fn 
Misra, V.N. 171 
Mittanis, 169 
Mitra, 119, 169 
mode of production, 
in early Pali texts, 108 
see also, production 
models in Indian history, 1-2 
moksa , 7 

monetary economy, 

peak of, in Kusana phase, 16 
money, 129 

decline of towns related to lesser use 
of, 17 


diffusion of metallic, 13 
lending of, 92 
see also , usury 
Mongolians, 158 

Monier- Williams, M., 33-4fn, 41, 43, 
52-5, 67-8, 114, 116, 131-2 
monks, 

behaviour of, compared with that of 
traders, 126 

conduct prescribed for, 128-31 
monogamy, 

not established in RV, 29 
Morgan, 6 
Murdock, 153fn 
mustard, 93, 1 14fn 
Mylius, K., 116fa 
myths, in epics, 152 
milieu of, 8 

role of, in social formation, 8 
symbols of fertility, 8 
tribal elements in, 152 

Nagar (arch, site), 23, 173 

Nagesias (tribe), 118 

Nagpur, 133fn 

nails, of iron, 60, 72 

Naimisaranya, 101 

Nalanda, 132fn 

Nandi, R.N.,21fn 

Narain, A. K., 112, 114, 115fn, 116fn 

Narain, Basudev, 114fn 

Narain, L. A., 174, 177 

Nasatyas, 169 

Nay a dhammakaha o, 98, 113fn, 114fh 
‘neo-Marxists’, 21fn 
neolithic, 26, 118 

implements associated with black- 
and-red ware in north-eastern 
India, 102f 
in India, 13 
in south Bihar, 101—2 
in the Vindhyas, 101-2 
Nepal, 101, 107 
Nidanakatha Jataka, 124 
Nirukta, 53fn, 67 
Nisada/s, 79, 146 
niska (metal necklace), 

used as prestige object, 87fn, 124 
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nobles, dominance of, 82-3 
Non, 

iron artifacts from, 58, 71, 85 
PGW from, 53 
nomadism, 25, 158 

place in social evolution, 24 
nomads, their transformation into 
cultivators, 25 
non-capitalist society, 3 
non-monetary society, in later Vedic 
age, 84 

Norman, K. R., 133fn 
Northern Black Polished Ware (NBP), 
11,90, 102, llOfn, 162, 167 
and agricultural iron implements, 
72f 

archaeology of, 9 If 
chronology (including C-14 dates) 
of, 91, 115, 123, 175-6 
developed from PGW, 90 
diffusion of, 10 

from Ahicchatra, 63; Ayodhya, 156; 
Bihar, 115; KauSambI, 91; 
Mathura, 91, Prahladpur, 117; 
Taxila, 94; Uttar Pradesh 115 
geographical distribution of, 175-6 
andiron, 72f, 117f, 174-5 
material culture of the phase of, 
91f 

phases of, 9 If 

scale of settlements of, 92-3 
sites of, 115, 163, 175 
structures of the early levels of, 107 
trade in, 123 

urbanisation in the phase of, 164 
see also , beads, black-and red-ware, 
coins, iron, terracottas 
nuclear zone, 

use of the concept in studying ancient 
India, 10 

ochre-coloured pottery, 57 
Oldenberg, 133£n 
oral folk tradition, 

record migration of artisans from 
Saurastra to Thanjavur, 20 
reflect peasant mind, 20 
source for social historian, 20 


orientalists, 

on role of religion in Indian societies, 
7 

Orissa, 

fiscal and administrative terms of 
Kautilya found in inscriptions of, 19 
serfdom in, 18 
servile peasantry in, 18 
Oriup, 102 

paddy, 

cultivation of, 173-4 
fields of, and Buddhist robes, 128 
grown in the middle Gangetic plains, 
10, 93 

references to it in later Vedic texts, 
61-2 

references to it in Pali texts, 93, 97, 
165 

Pali and Prakrit references to its 
transplantation, 93, 96-8, 132fn 
preparation of beds for cultivation of, 
97 

rainy season paddy, 97-8, 161—2, 166 
transplantation of, 10, 93, 96f, 113f, 
127, 132fn, 162, 166, 174 
in upper Gangetic plains, 161—2 
wet paddy production, 97-8, 161-2 
winter season paddy, 162 
see also , rice 

Painted Grey Ware (PGW), 85, 90, 
102, 111, 139, 160, 168-9, 171 
mainly an age of iron weapons, 60 
agrarian settlements of, 57, 70-1 
and Aryans, 82 

associated with other wares, 57 
cereals from the levels of, 61—2 
chronology of, 57-8, App. Ill, V 
its development into NBP, 63, 90 
diffusion of, 10, 13, 57f 
end of the phase of, 58 
epicentre of, 57, 86 
field agriculture in the phase of, 
61 

fire pits (circular) from the levels of, 
at Atranjikhera, 64 
from Atranjikhera, 57, 59f, 64; 
Bhagwanpura, 58-9 ; Haryana, 



176; Hastinapura, 58; Indo-Gan- 
getic divide, 59; Jodhpura, 58; 
Kaseri, 63; Noh, 58; Ujjain, 88fh; 
upper Gangetic plains, 59 
furnaces for iron working from layers 
of, 59 

geographical distribution of, 56-7, 
69, 172-3, 176 

glass beads and bangles from, 60 
functions of pots of, 63 
and Harappan pottery, 58, 82, 173 
incidence of, 57 

iron in the layers of, 57f, 64, 69 f, 82, 
118, 160f, 166, 172-3 
iron ploughshare from, 61 
and later Vedic texts, 56-68, 82, 170 
links with other ceramic tradition, 70 
locale of, 56-7, 65 
material culture of, 56ff, 64, 69f, 
83-4, 151, 173 

migration and spread of, 69f 
need for horizontal excavations of 
the levels of, 64 

fire-baked bricks generally lacking 
in, 59 

number of sites of, 56-7, 69-70, 139, 
166, 171 

ovens in levels of, 63 
overlap with ‘late Harappan’, 23, 
33fn, 157 

phase not typical of the Rg Vedic 
age, 64 

population of settlements of, 60 
pots and hearths from the levels of, 
62-4 

potter’s kiln from Atranjikhera from 
the phase of, 59 

pre-iron phase of, 58, 64, 82-3, 157; 

cf. Rg Vedic period, 64 
radio-carbon dates for sites of, in 
upper Gangetic plains, App. Ill, 
178-81 

and red ware, 62 
ritualism in the phase of, 64, 82 
sacrificial pits in the sites of, 64, 82, 
88 

settlements of, 56f; inhabited by 
agricultural communities, 60 ; 


non-urban character of, 59; re- 
present composite culture, 57 
thermolumiscent dates of, 58 
thickness of deposits of, 60, 70, 84. 
160 

and urbanisation, 59, 160 

Vedic ritualistic decorations on, 63 

wheat from, 62 

Pakistan, 110. 139. 157, 168, 171 
Kusapa phase of golden age of, 16 
PGW from, 69 
Paiamau, 1 18 
Pali, 43-5 
Pali texts, 

dates and locale of, 90-1 
forest burning in, 101-2 
nature of, 90-1 
place names in, 13 

Pancala/s, 59, 72, 89, 118-9, 138-9, 143 
assemblies of, 88 
PGW in the area of, 69 
Pancavimfa Brahmana , 88fn 
Papdavas, 135-7, 140, 142-3 
Pande, B. M., 35fn 
Pandeva, R. C.. 54fn 
Pandurajar Dhibi, 102 
Papi/s, 31, 37, 42 
their condemnation in RV t 31 
as non-sacrificers, 31 
outside the pale of Aryan society. 
31 

Papini, 44, 57-8, 90-1, 93, 107, 111, 
116, 131 
date of, 90 
locale of, 90-1 

Panjab, 26, 29, 56, 59-61, 63, 72, 138, 
157, 160, 167-8, 171-3 
archaeological evidence from, on 
geographical horizon of RV, 23 
iron implements from, 7 1 
locale of early portions of the $g 
Veda , 22 
PGW from, 69 

use of wooden ploughshare in, 25 
Pant, P. C., 115£h 
Papanika S utta, 126 
Paraskara Gfhyasutra, 1321b 
Partington, J. R., 85, 112fo 



pastoral/pastoralism/pastoral society, 

25, 129 

dominant in RV, 24, 27, 38, 82, 157- 
8, 169 

economy, after agriculture, 24 
little scope for taxation in, 39 
no surplus in, 51 
in Vedic times, 7 
pasture /s / grounds , 42, 53fn, 166 
no gift of, in RV, 50 
peasants did not enjoy unfettered 
use of, 18 

Indo-European terms for, 25; in RV, 

26, 47 

tribes move in search of, 49 
use, occupation and ownership of, 
and mode of production, 14 
Pataligrama, 101 

Pataliputra, 101, 116-7, 123, 175, 177 
Pathak, V. S., 63 
Patiala, 60 
Patimokkha, 129 

Patna, 90, 102, 112, 116fn, 173, 177 
patrilineal society, 140 
payment, changing forms of, 3 
peasants /peasantry /peasant society, 9, 
12, 49-50, 85, 159, 164, 166-7 
affluent landowning, in age of the 
Buddha, 3 
and brahman as, 80 
common, their services for rnahat- 
taras (rich peasants), 4 
controlled by market laws, in colo- 
nial/capitalist society, 3 
fit to be conquered, 74 
free, 3 

gifts paid by, 3 

and kings /princes/' ruling class, 2-3, 
74, 78, 80, 84 
in later Vedic age, 161 
lorded over by landed magnates, 18 
in Mahabharata, 148-9 
militia, dependence of warriors on, 
84; replaces tribal militia in 
agricultural society, 83 
mind of, reflected in oral folk tradi- 
tion, 20 

no feedback to, 77 


payment of taxes/tithes/tributes by, 
3, 17, 76, 81-2, 161-2; refusal of, 
149 

phase of, not feudal phase, 2 
pressures on, 141 

producer of food surplus, 3, 17, 7 1 f 
and production, 3, 18, 163 
rent from, extracted through land 
grants, 15-16 

revolt of, condemnation of, 75 
Russian term for, 25 
sacrifices for, 73 
sacrificial fees paid by, 8 1-2 
servile, 3 

as a stage in the evolution of human 
society, 2 

static connotation of, 3 
stratification of, 3; linked with reli- 
gious-social structures, 4 
subjection of, 84, 161 
substantial, backbone of the lay 
following of the Buddha, 4 
taxes collected from, nature of, 74-7 
tribal, 3 ; suppression of, 8 1 
use of force against, 77 
Pearson, H. W., 21fn 
Persian water wheel, 14—5 
Personality of India, 10 
pestles, archaeological evidence of, 23 
Philadelphia, 170 
Piggot, Stuart, 32fn 
Piprahwa, 123 
Pischel, 26 
plain grey ware, 57 
Plaksa PraSravapa 
plants, cities named after, 101 
plant remains, archaeological evidence 
of, 57 

Pleiner, Radomir, 88fn 
plough, 164 

in later Vedic texts, 60-1 
in Rg Veda, 25, 158 
ploughshare, 

archaeological evidence of, 93f, 118 
history of, 13 

of iron, 13, 29, 60-1, 72, 92-3, 109, 
lllfn, 1 18f, 123, 127, 162, 164, 
166, 174-5 



of metal, 61 

from PGW levels, 61, 118 
terms for, in Pali tests 93, 118; in 
Sanksrit 25, 26, 93 
of udumbara , 6 1 

of wood, 25, 61, 70, 84, 92, 158, 161 
Polanvi, 12, 21, 52 
political power, 

its role in origin of towns, 16 
polity, 

in the age of the Buddha, 163-4 
in the age of the Rg Veda 
element of kinship in later Vedic 
polity, 84 
in epics, 142f 

its nature in Ayodhya Kan da (Ram.), 
150 

segmentary and kin-based in later 
Vedic age, 76 
tribal, 142-3 
population, 

movement from upper to middle 
Gangetic basin, 89 
subsisting on pre-field agriculture, 3 1 
pork, preferred by the Buddha, 122-3 
post-Gupta times, 

towns in, as centres of import and 
consumption, 16 

post-Vedic period, social formation of, 

21 

potlatch, 59, 144, 150 
in Rg Vedic society, 40f 
potter, 

no common word for, in Indo- 
European languages, 22 
pottery, 

de luxe, its tiade in smaller towns, 11 
in late Harappan context, 23 
role of statistics in the analysis of, 19 
see also, black-and red-ware, black 
polished, black-slipped, grey ware, 
Northern Black Polished ware, 
Painted Grey Ware, red ware 
poverty, 

measures recommended by the 
Buddha for the eradication of, 128 
Prahladpur, 94, 112, 174, 

NBP from, 117 


Prakash, iron objects from. Him 
Prakash, Satya, lllfn 


pre-Aryans, their mingling with Indo- 
Europeans, 82 
pre-capitalist, 

peasantry as chief source of surplus 
in, society, 3 
pre-colonial phase. 

vara as and their social -'ritualistic 
status in, 4 

pre-feudal social formation, 
jajmunl inadequate to explain socio- 
economic relations of, 2 
pre-kinship stage, 6 
see also , band 
presents, 

distribution of, amongst kinsmen and 
relatives, 44-5 

priests, 49-50, 159, 161, 166-7 

as a bridge between Vedic and non- 
Vedic communities, 80 
cattle gifted to, 50 
and chiefdom in later Vedic age, 84 
their collaboration with rajanyas 
to devour peasants, 78 
dominance of, 82-3, 162 
members of the clan of king, 73-4 


receive gifts, 79, 167 


as non-producers, 7 1 
their relations with princes, 8C-1 
their role in peasant societies, 83 
and sacrificial rituals, 64 
16/17 types of, 79, 82, 162 
see also, brahmajjas, ksatrivas, Sudras, 
vaiSyas 


different categories of, nature of 
their relations, 12 

relations with organisers of produc- 


survival and 


multiplication of, 12 
DharmaSastra laws on, 


? 



primitive societies, 

Levi Strauss on. rules of kinship and 
marriage in, 46 

mode and relations of production in, 
46 

princes, 

conflict with brahmapas, 81 
as non-producers, 7 1 
relations with peasants, 84; and 
priests, 80-1 

rituals questioned by, 31 
see also , ksatriyas, priests, rajanyas, 
Sudras, vaisyas 
prize, 

Indo-European terms for, 30 
precedes wages, 30 
a relic of distribution by lot, 30 
production, 

advanced zonal units of, 1 1 
agricultural, 89 ; in Maurya times, 15 
animals as means of, 14 
Asiatic mode of, 2 ; see also, mode of 
production, infra 
components of, 17 
constraints on, 161 
and fertility, 8 

as bedrock of historical materialism, 
11-2, and construction of history, 18 
forces of, in the age of the Buddha, 
89f, 109 

glha, as unit of, in RV, 4 ) 
hired labourers as a factor in agri- 
cultural production, 30 
household unit of, in peasant society, 

3 

increase in, for many landed mag- 
nates and their retinue in early 
medieval times, 15 
instrument of, 1 09 
land as chief means of, 18 
managers/collectors of surplus, their 
relations with primary producers, 
4-5, 12, 49-50 

‘methods’ of, used by Polanyi, 12 
mode of, social formation and, 2, 9, 
14, 49-50, 140 
no history without, 1 1-2 
organisers of, 17, 72 


relations of, and kinship, 45—6 
renunciation of, by monks, 131 
role of family and women in process 
of, inadequate studies on, 12 
role of peasants in, 163 
spatial expansion of units of, 10-1 
of surplus, 79, 82-3 
tribal units of, 39 
varpas responsible for, 108f 
see also, forests, land, mines, pastures, 
water reservoirs 
property, 

accumulation and distribution of, in 
RV, 28-9, 31 
of Buddhist monks, 165 
cattle as, 157—8 

changing connotation of, in later 
Vedic age, 72fF 

common ownership of, in tribal 
set-up, 28f, 73 

distributed in folk assemblies in RV, 
159 

forms of, in RV, 22-35, 50, 52 f, 159- 
60 

immovable, 73 ; less important in 
RV, 28 
items of, 73 

land as item of, 152; not in R V, 50 
landed, Smj-ti laws of the partition 
of, 14 

movable, 28, 73 
origin and types of, 27-8 
ownership of, in RV, 28f 
private, 29, 31, 129, 136; respected 
by the Buddhists, 122 
punishment of offences against, 85 
terms for, in RV, 50 
women as, 14 
won in war, 50 
see also, cattle, gift, land 
property relationships, 
in landed societies, 14 
prostitution, 

brahma pical and Buddhist attitude 
to, 126-7 

characteristic of town life, 126-7 
psycho-analytic approach, 
applied to Indian history, 11 



presents, 



punch-marked coins, 123 
see also, coins 


Purabheda Suita, 1 1 6fn 
purchase, 

Indo-European languages on, 30-1 
in Indo-Iranian languages, 31 
purity, notions of 7, 9 
Purpajina (merchant), 124 
Pur ap as, 135, 137-8, 147 
description of the Kali age in, 18 
dyanstic lists of Kosala, Videha, 
VaiSali in, doubts about, 13 
Pumea, 176 
Purus, 48 
purusasukta, 51 
Pusan, 87 

god of vaisyas, 76 
marking furrows, 25 

querns, 

archaeological evidence of, 23 


as distributor of food and 
39-40, 50-1 
eating with the rank and file of the 
soldiers, 83-4, 161 
entitled to taxes, 75-7, 163£ 
made huge gifts to priests, 40, 73. 
84, 161 

as performer of sacrifices, 39f, 73-4, 
161-2 

as ploughman, 84, 161, 164 
as protector of cows, 157-8 
symbol of the community, 40, 50-1 
as warlord and leader of kinsmen, 

37f 

see also , brahmapas, king, king- 
ship, ksatriya. politv, priests, 
prince, rajanya, state, Sadras, 
vaisyas 

Rajagfha, 117, 123, 126 
rajanya/s, 74f, 34, 87, 148, 161, 16S 
their authority strengthened by 
rituals, 79 

as chiefs and warriors, 74-5, 87 m. 


race, 

overtone of, in conflict between 
aborigines and Aryans in the 
Rg Veda, 36-8 
Raghuasoi, 174 
Rahul, Walpola, 133-4 fns 
Raichaudhuri, S. P. 1 12fn 
rainfall, 173 

in the Indo-Gangetic divide, 56 
in the middle Gangetic plains, 13, 
89, 91 

in Panjab, 30 

study of, for history of agricultural 
technology, 14 

in the upper Gangetic plains, 13, 56, 
62 

and vegetation, 13, 89 
Raja (king or prince), 
armed better, 83-4, 161 
as chief, 39, 50-1, 160-1 
denied the right to give land by 
himself, 73-4, 34, 161 
as ‘devourer of the people’, 74-5, 78, 
80 


as collectors of taxes, 74—8 
exempted from taxes, 78 
not as 
75 



as magistrates, 77 

see also, chief, chiefdom, raja 
Rajasthan, 44-5, 56, 58-69, 67, 138, 
160, 172-3 



iron from, 117 




149, 151, 165 
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asramas in, 151-2 
dating of, 150 
evolution of the text, 137 
land grants in, 1 50 
salary-based army in, 150 
state-based society in, 150f 
var pa-divided society in, 150f 
Randhawa, M. S., 112fn 
rank. 

differentiation of, in RV, 51 
Rao, M. B., 1 1 Ifn 
Rao, Subba, 10 
Rapson, E. J., 32fn 
Rau, W., 1 16fn 
Ravi, 37 

Ray, Niharranjan, 11 Ifn, 1 12fn 
Raychaudhuri, H. G., 86f.i, 88fn 
red ware, 57, 62, 70 

pots in, found at PGW levels, 62 
‘redistribution,’ 15 
in Rg Vedic society, 40f, 50-1 
in tribal society, 39 
in Vedic society, 87 
of war spoils, gifts and tributes, 41 
reaping hooks, 

of iron, from Atranjikhera, 61 
religion, 

as a materialistic force, 9 
mechanism of, for surplus appropria- 
tion and distribution, 15 
orientalists on, 7 
role in economic progress, 7, 16 
sociologists on, 7 

subserved the interest of ruling class, 
9 

Renou, Louis, 58, 13 Ifn, 168-9, 171 
rent, 

in kind and labour, extracted 
through land grants, 15 
paid by Sudras to landlords, 18 
revenue, 

grants of, to officials, 149 
system, in post-Maurya and Gupta 
times, 154fn 
rewards, 

mechanism of, for appropriation 
and distribution of surplus, 15 
Re Veda . 61-2, 121, 157-60, 168 


aichaeological evidence and, 23, 157 
‘band' system in, 46-8, 159 
beginning of high ranks but no 
varn as in, 159-60 
‘booty production’ in, 46 
cattle pastoralism in, 169 
dating of, 22-3, 138, 163ff 
egalitarian tribal society in, 84. 

159- 60 

linguistic evidence for agriculture in, 
24-5 

locale of, 22-4 

no class differentiation in, 36f, 51 
non-food producing economy in, 
158-9 

pastoralism in, 24, 82, 158 
perpetual tribal conflicts in, 36-8 
semi-nomadism in, 82 
social formation represented in the 
Family Books of, 36f, 
terms for pasture in, 26-7 
Rg Vedic society, 
booty capture in, 36f 
compared with later Vedic, 82 
distribution in, 36f 
tribal nature of, I59f 
Rhys Davids, T. W., 54, 11 Ifn 
rice, 

archaeological finds of, 71, 160 
cultivated, 62, 71, 112fn, 173 
its cultivation in western Uttar 
Pradesh, 62 

from PGW levels at Atranjikhera, 61 

gruel in Papini, 44 

not in Rg Veda, 39 

and rituals, 61-2 

sasthl or sat hi variety of, 61 

study of the cultivation of ,14 

transplantation, 10, 93 

untransplanted, 166 

Vedic references to, 39, 61, 114fn, 

160- 1 

see also, paddy 
ringwells, 164, 175-6 
in the NBP phase, 91 
rituals / r i tualism , 

for admitting non-vedic chiefs in 
the Vedic fold, 79-80 



in agricultural society, 82-3 
cereals used in, 61-2 
connected with migrations, 69 
in eastern. Uttar Pradesh, 117 
in epics, 143 

materialistic motives of brahmapas 
in inventing, 79 
not grown m vacuum, 8 
post-vedic, 8 
pots used in, 62 
purposes of, 79—83 
residues of, help in elucidating an- 
cient texts, 20 
in Rg Veda, 82 
role in social formation, 8 
slaughter of cattle in, hampering of 
agriculture by, 80 
symbols of fertility, 8 
transcending kinship, 80 
use of metals in, 77 

validity of, questioned by princes, 
81 

their value to rajanyas and priests, 

78-9 
Vedic, 8 

in western Uttar Pradesh, 1 17 
of the Yajus, 83 
ritualistic ranks, 

mechanism of, for appropriation of 
surplus, 15 
Rohilkhand, 72 
Rohipi, 98, 113 
Rome, 109 

concept of citizenship in, 15, 163-4 
Ropar, 112, 115fn 
Roth, G., 113 fn 
Roy, P. C., 154fh 
Roy, S. R., 1 14fn 
Roy, T. N., 112, 114, 115fh, 116fn 
ruling class, 

ideological manifestation of conflict 
in, 81 

Rumanian, 26 
rural settlement/s 
archaeology of, 17 

earliest models provided by 
Kautilya, 16 
Russia jji, 26, 170 


Sabka Parva, 42, 144-5, 153-4, 156 
sacrifices/sacrificial rituals, 

archaeological evidence on, 64, 88fn 
for acquiring material benefits, 73 
cattle killing in, 84 
feeding of community in public, 40, 
77 

in later Vedic age, 62, 64, 160f, 168 
an occasion to distribute gifts, 32, 144 
pits for, in pre-PGW and PGsV sites. 
64, 88fn 

and four varpas, 40, 64 
Saharsa, 175 

Sahlins, Marshall D., 88fn 
Sakva/s. 101, 109 
Salagrama, 101 
salaries, 

mechanism of, for distribution of 
surplus, 15 

paid in cash in Maurva times, 1 5 
sale, 

Indo-European and Indo-Xraniau 
languages on, 30-1 
Sail Keddra Jdtaka, 97 
Salla Suttam, 132fn 
Sambuka, 135 

sarngha'jO rder, 44, 124-8, 128-9, 168 
kin relations in, 44 
people denied admission to, 129 


Samyutta JVikaya, 132fn 

Sanghol, iron implements from, 71 

Sankalia, H. D., 67-8, 88 



Sanskritization, 

as a theory to explain social dyna- 
mics, 2 

Santi Parva, 136, 140-1, 143, 145, 

147-8, 153-5 
dating of, 145 
polity in, 145 

society and state in, 145, 149 
Saran, 101, 117 
Sarasvatf, 23, 167, 172 
settlements along, 69-70 
Sarkar, H., 177 
Sarkar, S. C., 52fn, 55 
Saryapavant, 26 
&aryata Manava, 47 



Material Culture and Social Formations 


Sastri, K. A. Nilakanta, 1 16fn 
satamana (metal piece) 

used as prestige object, 84 
Satapatha Brahmana, 47, 54, 59-61, 74, 
76, 81, 84, 87, 90, 119, 169-70 
Satavahanas, increasing trade under, 
155fn 

Saurashtra, 

migration of artisans from, 20 
Savitar, 40 

Sayapa, 33, 35, 41-2, 52-4 
on krstih, 25 
Schaffer, jim G-, 85fn 
seals, statistical investigation of, 19 
seasons, 

knowledge of, in later Vedic age, 70 
study of, for histoi y of agricultural, 
technology, 14 
segmentary lineage, 88fn 
segmentary society, 48, 52fn 
segmentary state, 76 
semi-nomadism, in Rg Veda , 82 
Sen, M., 1 1 Ifn 
sena, 83, 161 
Serbo-Croatian, 26 
serfs, 12 
serfdom, 

in eastern Madya Pradesh, 18 
in Orissa, 18 
servile peasantry, 3 

characteristic of feudal society, 3 
in eastern Madhya Pradesh, 18 
in northern Orissa, 18 
sesamum, 114fn 
setlhis, 123, 131 

grant of village revenues to, 108 
settlements, 

based on ironshare cultivation, 127 

Harappan, 56 

PGW, 56ff, 60 

pre-NBP, 102 

NBP, 102 

settlement geography, 
and study of history, 1 1 
share/s, 

royal, terms for, 88 
unequal in RV, 50-1 
sharecroppers, 4, 12, 17 


Sharma, G. R. 112-3, 115, 131fh 

Sharma, R. S. 35, 52, 86, 88, 1 1 1, 154fh 

Shastree, Keshavram K., 153fn 

shield, of iron, 72 

sickle, of iron, 60-1, 112fn, 123 

Singh, Birendra Pratap, 1 12fn 

Singh, R. C. P., 115fn 

Singh, R. L., 176 

Singli, S. D., 86 fn 

Singh, Shivaji, 68fn 

Singhbhum, 162, 175 

Sinha, A.K., 177 

Sinha, B. P.. 116, 177 

Sinha, K K., llOfn, 112, 116 

Sirhind, 69 

Sita, 25, 52, 151 

Siwalik, 69 

slaves, 12, 108, 110, 116, 121, 130 
as backbone of society in some areas, 
17 

in Buddhist and Jain samgha , no 
place for, 129, 165 
domestic, 30, 32, 78 
not in agricultural production in 
later Vedic age, 78 
employed by gahapatls, 3 
engaged in craft and agricultural 
production, 17 
in Mahabhdrata, 146 
men as, rare in RV, 38 
in pre-Maurya India, 163 
women, 30,32, 38, 40-1, 78, 159-60; 
as item of property, 73 
slave society, formation of, 4 
slavery, 

component of product ion, 17 
in Greece and India, 4 
Keith Hopkins on, 21 
more important in age of Mauryas, 
17 

not abolished by the Buddha, 4 
Roman, 4 
Slavic, 26, 33 

Smpti laws, of partition of landed 
property, 14 
social anthropology, 

for study of relationship of varpa and 
production relations, 1 7 



? 
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social change, 

‘elite’ as prime motive force be hin d, 
9 

social crisis, 

in Mahabharata, 147-S 
overcome by modifying varpa re- 
lations, 18 

typified in description of Kali age i \ 
the Purapas, 18 
social differentiation, 

based on occupation, 74f 
beginning in later Vedic age, 74 
social dynamics, 

theories to explain, 2 
social evolution, stages of 139-40 
social formations, 

historical materialism and study of, 2 
role of agricultural tools and imple- 
ments in, 13 

and mode of production, 21, 140 
in the bronze age, 2 
class-based, 17, 128-30 
in epics, 165-45 

in the Family Books of the Rg Veda , 


feudal, 135 

m later Vedic times, 74 
matriiinecl, 140 
patriarchal, 135, 140 
in post- Vedic times, 151, 166 
pre-feudal, 135 
in Rg Veda, 159 
i ituaii\tic ranks in, 74 
state-based, 140-2, I45f, 15 Of. 16" 
stateless, in epics 136, 165-6 
tribal, 136, 140, 144-5, 165-6 
var pa-baaed, 40, 136, 140, I43f, k'Ui 
sociological model hheorv 

as an altemati've to bistork «,! 
mate, ialism, 2 

based on tribe folk-peasant-htd^i- 
trial society, 2 

value for historical study, 1-2 
sociologists, on role of religion in India;: 
society, 7 

soil, 

acid, 93-4, 112fh 
alkaline, 56, 71, 174 
alluvial, 90-94, 97, 162 


in later Vedic times, 82 
in pre-Buddhist times, 69f 
in Sdnti and Anus a Sana Parvas, 147 
of the second phase of the iron age, 
128-31 

state-based, 128 
variations in, 18 
social history, 

not £ a backward projection of socio- 
logy’, 1 

social inequalities, 109 

no scope for, in the early Vedic age, 
31 

Buddhist solutions for, 109-10 
social stratification, 

advent of, in later Vedic texts, 64 
in the age of the Buddha, 166 
social surplus, and technology 15 
society, 

agricultural, 90f, 126 
class-divided, 135, 140—2, 163f 
differentiation in, 166 
in epics, 136, 140-2 



poor Gupta structures at, 16 
layers of Kusapa structures at, 16 
Sonpur, 94, 101, 102, 107, 112, 116, 


174 

iron from, 117 
sons, as item of property, 29 
South-East Asia, 13, 107 
south India, taxpaying religious 
beneficiaries in, 18 




spear-heads, 

made of iron, 59-60, 72, 77, 85-6&.S 
112fn, 117, 139, 173 
found in Alamgirpur, 85fh; Noh, 
85fn; Sonpur, 117 ; Vatesar, 86fn 
spices, trade in smaller towns, 1 1 
snoils, 

an early form of property, 31—2 
mainly for distribution, 39 
of war, 38-9, 41-2 
Spooner, D. B., 177 

Sramapas, to be honoured by house- 
wife, 130 
Srautasutras, 1 14 
date and locale of, 91 
on migration and settlement along 
Sarasvatl and Dfsadvatx, 69 
SravastI, 94, 116, 121, 123 
Sringaverpur, 94, 123 
Srhjaya Vaitahavyas, 81 
standing army, not regular in later 
Vedic age, 83 
state, 88fn, 139 

from egalitarian tribal society to 
incipient state, 84 
kin-based, 5 

Marxian concept of, 140 
not firmly established in later Vedic 
age, 83-4 

not possible without taxes, 76 
in post-Vedic times, 166 
segmentary, lineage in, 5 
socio-economic formation based on, 
5-6, 128, 140-2; in Mahabharata , 
141-2; superseded kin-based 
society, 5 ; and tribal society, 146-7 
territorial, 140-1 

see also, chiefdom, ksatriya, produc- 
tion, raja, taxation, varpa 
state formation, 
in the age of the Buddha, 166 
role of agricultural tools and imple- 
ments in, 13 


state system, in early Vedic period, 166 
stateless society, in epics, 136, 165-6 
statistics, 

in archaeology and history; as an 
aid to stratify literary sources* 
19-20 
status, 

as a factor of social change, 4, 9 
social and ritualistic, 4 
Stede, William, 54, 111, 153fn 
steel, diffusion of making of, 13 
stratification of literary texts, 

with the help of inscriptional 
vocabulary, 19 
statistics in aid of, 19-20 
Subahu, 124 

submfeuded landed hierarchy, in Raj- 
asthan, 18 
subsistence, 46-7 

continuous means of, in PGW 
settlements, 7 Of 

economy, PGW people advance 
from, 71 

pattern in early portions of the Rg 
Veda , 22-32 
Sudas, 81 

Sudra/s, 4, 12, 17, 51, 74f, 141-2, 154fh, 
160 

assemblies of, 88fn 
control of the ruling class on, 74 
disabilities of, 78-9, 163 
engaged in craft and agricultural 
production, 17 

excluded from Vedic studies, 135 
as fighters, 143 
and land, 18 

Manu wants them to be disciplined, 
18 

primary suppliers of labom , 17, 109, 
149 

give rent to landlords, 18 
and sacrifices, 40 
serve brahma pas, 15 
services of, 81 

as a small serving class in later Vedic 
age, 78-9 

and surplus production, 149 
and taxation, 78 



and •women, 14 
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see also, bra hm a ij. as. ksatriyas, labour, 
peasant, production, slaves, vais- 
yas 

sugarcane, 

iron ploughshare necessary for, 93 
cultivation of, 93, 98 
Sulvasutras, 93, 108 
Suneri, 67 

two furnaces from, for iron working, 



Swevi, a German tribe 30 


Suraj Bhan, 85fn 
Surasena/s, 89, 139, 172 
PGW in the area of, 69 
Surkotada, horse remains from, 33fh 
surplus, 

lacking in pastoral and tribal 
societies, 5 1 

in the age of the Buddha, 108f 
agricultural, 80-2, 123f, 151 
in agricultural society, 79 
amount of, 3 
availability of, 12, 82 
in cattle, 80-2; horses, 82; women 
slaves 82 ; in niska, 82 
conflict for sharing of, 80-1 
labour, appropriation and distri- 
bution of 12, 15 
in later Vedic age, 7 If 
method of collection, 3 
nature of, in peasant society, 3 
no scope in Rgvedic economy, 49-50 
in PGW-iron phase, 7 If 
peasantry principal source of, in pre- 
capitalist society 3, 16, 107f 
production, 82-3, 162; appropriation 


Tacitus, on land ownership amongst 
German tribes, 30 
Taittiriya Brahma net, 67, 87fc, 131 
Taittiriya Sa while, 58—9, 75 
Tandon, O. P., 86fh 
Tapassu, (earliest lay Buddhist 
convert), 124 

taxes/taxation, 11, 127, 140-1, 164, 
166 

based on substantial agricultural 
surplus, 103 
and artisans, 77 
assessment of, 163 
Buddha’s attitude to, 127 
and craftsmen, 77 
in epics, 141f, 165-6 
force used in collection of, 77 
in full-fledged agricultural society, 
3, 39 

forms of, 39, 77 
in land, in Pacini, 73 
in lieu of protection in post-Vedic 
period, 50 

irregular in later Vedic age, 76f, 83, 


by craftsmen 107f; mechanism for, 
15-6; by Sudras and vaiiyas, 17, 
107f, 149 

role of trade and towns in distri- 
bution of, 16 
sharing of, 4, 80-1 
theory, application of, 12 
see also, agriculture, cereals, Gordon 



Childe 



Material Culture and Social Formations 


236 

principal payers of, 109 
religious beneficiaries as payers of, 
in south India, 18 
in tribal society, little scope for, 39, 
144-5 

see also , brahma pas, ksatriyas, raja, 
state, Sudras, vaisyas 
Taxila, agricultural tools from, 94 
technology', study of the history of 13-5 
tenantry insecure in Western India 
and Rajasthan, 18 
terracottas, and NBP 91 
Terray, Emmanuel, 52fn, 54fn 
territory / territorial chiefdoxns / terri- 
torial kingdoxns/state, 40, 163 
in Gangs. Valley, 101 
king not a devourer of, 78 
in later Vedic age, 64, 78f, 84-5, 
160, 162 

not possible without a strong rural 
base, 108 

in post- Vedic times, 48 
role of iron in the making of, 72, 101 
Thaneser, 86fh 
Thapar, B. K., 67fn 
Thapar, Romila, 52, lllfn 
Therigatha, 133fn 
Thomson, George, 54fa 
Thupa, 89, 101, 110, 114fn 
Tilaurakot, 123 
tithe, 108, 164 

payment by agricultural/peasant 
society, 2-3 

rajanyas claimed it from vaisyas, 
74-5 

see also, taxes /taxation 
Tiwari, Mahesh, 133fn 
tools, 13 
towns, 

in age of the Buddha, 84, 126—7, 161 
archaeological evidence of, 123 
as centres of import and consump- 
tion/manufacture and export, 16 
decline/decay of, in early medieval 
times 16-17; in Mahabharata, 148 
in Dkarmasutras , 107 
factors in the origin of, 16 
functions of, 16 


in Harappan phase, 16 
life of, brahma pical outlook on 
126-7; favoured by Buddhism, 
126-7; features of, 126—7; leading 
to break-up of tribal family, 126-7 
methodology for the study of, 16-7 
in middle Gangetic basin, 107, 123f, 
162 

nature of ancient Indian, 16 
not important in later Vedic age, 161 
not possible without strong rural base 
or social surplus, 11, 16, 108 
in Pali texts, 107, 123f 
in Papini, 107 
in post-Vedic times, 151 
in pre-Maurya texts, 107f 
relations with countryside, 11, 16 
rise of, 131, 164 

role in overall mode of production, 
16 

size of, 1 1 

see also , trade/trader, urbanisation 
trade, 128, 141 

in the age of the Buddha, 84, 123f, 
161 

between Taxila and Sravasti, 107 
brahma pical and Buddhist attitude 
to, 123f, 165 
decline of, 17 
in glass beads, 107 
items of, 123-4 

in Kusapa and Satavahana times, 
155fn 

not in later Vedic age, 161 
in luxury goods in smaller towns, 1 1 
in Mahabharata , 145, 148 
and moneylending, 124-5 
role in distribution of social surplus, 
15-6 

and towns, 16-7 
and urbanization, 123f 
see also , moneylending, towns, usury 
traders, 128, 164, 166 

amongst earliest disciples of the 
Buddha, 124 

duties of monks compared with, 126 
qualities of, in Buddhist teachings 
126 



trees, 


taxation in, 144-5 


use and ownership of, and mode of 
production, 14 
tribal assemblies, 40-1 

see also, gana, pari sad, sabhd, samiii, 

vidatha 

tribal chief/ chiefdom/cmeftaincy, 39, 
124, 166 

administrative and fiscal control of, 
74 

development of tribe into, 6 
distributive/redistributive functions 
of, 38-9, 41, 43 

and growing royal authority of the 
Kuru-Pancalas, 81 
in Rg Veda, 31-2, 38-9, 51, 84 
and sacrificial rituals, 64 
special share for, 50-1 
titles of, 5 1 

tribal economy, egalitarian nature of 
139 

tribal militia, 163 

in pastoral society, 161 
in Rg Veda, 50 

replaced by peasant militia, 83 
tribal peasantry, suppression of, 81 
tribal phase, voluntary gift system of, 15 
tribal polity, 

African model of, its application to 
medieval kingdoms of south India, 
5 

in epics, 143f 
and mart data, 142—3 
tribal society/tribalism, 140 
absence of surplus in, 5 1 
disintegration of, 128, 131, 162 
in early Vedic society, 48-9, 159 
in epics, 136, 142-4, 149—50, 165-6 
impact of varpa and state-based 
society on, 146-7 
kinship in, 6, 48-9 
Marxist anthropologists on, 6 
mode and relations of production in, 
6, 45-6 

no intermediaries in, 48 
notions of impurity in, 7 
production and consumption units 
in, identity of 45-6, 48 


tribe/s, 88, 139 

as the basis of social, economic and 
political organisation, 6 
and chiefdom, 6 
Dasa, 25 

divided into unequal social and 
economic groups. 78 
king as protector of, 142 
element of kinship in, 6 
peasantry in, 3 

perpetual conflicts amor tp:, At 
36-8. 138-9 

as a stage in the evolution o', human 
society, 2, 6 

strengthened b 1 the advent of agri- 
culture, 3 

undermined agrit ultural advan v 
in the age of the Buddha, 108-1 Id 
see also, gotra, grha.jana , kula, t is 
tributes. 11, 108. 139, 164, 166 
collection of, 77, 8! -2 
in epics, 143-4 
forms of, 38 
in later Vedic times, 160 
mechanism of, for appropriation and 
distribution of surplus, 15 
payment by agri 'ultural/peasani 
society, 2-3 
redistribution of, 41 
in fig Veda, 158-9 
to tribal chief, 39 
in tribal society, 31—2 
see also, taxes/taxation 
Turkey, 169 

Turner, R* L. s 53—4, 67—8, 113fh 
TurvaSus, 48 


Udamaya Atreya, 79 
Uddna , 1 1 Ifii 
Udjoga Parva , 154fn 
Ugga, 122 

U ggatasar ira , 121, 132 
Ujjain, 94, 115 

‘sacrificial pit’ of PGW phase from. 

88 

UktiiyaktiprakarapG, 15 
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untouchability, 7 

aspects of, in early south. India, 21fh 
in pre-Gupta times, 7 
significant social phenomenon, in 
early medieval times, 7, 21fe 
Theories on the origin of, 2 1 fn 
untouchables, and Jain monk Order, 
129-30 

Upanisads, chronology of, 58, 169-70 
upper Gangetic plains, 56, 64, 90, 139, 
160, 166 

agricultural production in, 89 
iron artifacts from, 71 
food producing economy in, 82—3 
iron technology in, 85 
no rich iron mines in, 60 
material setting and social formations 
in, 69f 

PGW from, 59 

Radio-carbon dates for PGW-Iron 
sites in, App. III. 

Urals, 

bronze age giaves in, 23 
chariots in burials in, 32 
urban settlements, 

earliest models provided by 
Kautilya, 16 
urbanism, 

diffusion of, 13 
Harappan, 169 

highest peak of, in Kusapa India, 16 
in Mahabharata , 145 
urbanization, 

in the age of the Buddha, 123f, 164 
in Ganga basin, 92, 111 
and iron. 111, 160 
in the NBP phase, 164 
and PGW, 160 
second, 92; 
see also, towns, trade, 
traders 

Ur-Maha bha rata, 137, 153 

Uruveia, 115fh 

usury, 

brahma pical attitude towards, 124-5 
Buddhist attitude towards, 125-6 
in class-divided society, 15 
and trade, 124-5 


see also , moneylending, towns, trade 
Utkala, 124 

Uttaradhyayana Sutra! Uttar a jjhayana 
Sutra, 98, 113, 122 
Uttar a Kanda, 136 
Uttar Pradesh, 43-5, 56-7, 60, 85 
eastern, 89-90, 92f, 97, 101-2, 117f, 
119, 131, 149, 162, 166, 168, 173, 
175 

western, 94, 118, 138, 160 

Vaidya, N. V., 113fh 
Vaikha nasa Grhyasutra, 132fn 
VaxSalx, 13, 94, 101, 107, 112fh, 114, 
117, 122-3, 126-7, 174; iron from, 

1 17 

vaiSyas, 4, 12, 17, 61, 74f, 142, 161, 164 
control of the ruling class on, 74 
disabilities of, in later Vedic age, 
78-9 

in Mahabharata , 148 
as fighters, 143 
land and cattle under, 109 
Manu’s rule regarding control over, 
18 

as principal producers, 81, 149—50, 
165-6 

as principal taxpayers, 15, 17, 108-9, 
141, 150, 164-6 

as producers of sui'plus, 17, 81, f49- 
50 

punishments given to, 77 
relegated to position of servile 
Sudras, 18 
and sacrifices, 40 
subjection of, 84 

trade and agriculture prescribed for, 
123 

see also, agriculture, brahmapas, 
gahapatis, Kali age, ksatriyas, 
peasants, polity, production, raja, 
slaves, society, Sudras, surplus, 
towns, trade 
Vdjasaneyi Samhita, 59 
Vajji, 175 
Vanaras, 80 
Vaiiga, 89 



Varanasi, 94, 107, 110, 112-114fn, 

116-7, 123, 131-2 

varjja, 38, 85, 108, 135, 159, 163f, 166 
and citizenship in classical anti- 
quity, 15 
in epics, 143f 
links with caturvarga, 8 
mechanism of, for appropriation and 
distribution of social surplus 15 
as order /estate, 4 

and production relations, give birth 
to social crisis, 17-8 
society based on, 40, 140 
and state mechanism, 1 09f 
system absent in RV, 49-50 
Varupa, 40, 119, 169 
Vdsettha Sutta, 1 12fn, 116fn, 132fn 
Vasistha/s, 49, 81 
Vatsa, 175 

Vedic texts, dating of, App. I 
Veludvara, 115fn 
Veluvana, 115fn 
Ventris, M., 171 
Verma, B. S., 1 16fh 
Vetaser (Batesvara) , iron spear-head 
from, 86fn 
Victoria, 137 
Videgha Mathava, 1 lOfa 
Videha, 13, 101, 176 
Vidura, 143 
Vimala, 124 
Vinaiana, 69-70 

Vinaya Pitaka, 44, 90, 118, 127-9, 131fa 

Vindhyas, 176 

VipaS, 36 

Virat, 72 

Vilala, 101 

Visou, 42, 136 

Visvamitra, 36, 50, 79, 147 

Visvantara Sausadmana, 81 

Vratya, 79 

Vyasa, 144 

wages, not in RV, 51 

terms for, in Indo-European langu- 
ages, 30 

wage eamers/Iabour, 

component of production, 17 


not in RV, 30, 51 
war, 

for arable fields, 29 
for cattle in RV, 46 
cattle-based terms for, 38 
an economic function in a tribal 
society, 38-9 

as an instrument of acquiring pro- 
perty, 27-8 

inter-tribal and intra-tribal. in RV., 
158 

iron weapons for. 72 
mechanism of, for appropriation and 
distribution of surplus, 25 

4 *. 

as mode of livelihood in Dha.rr.ia.- 
Sistras, 33 

spoils of, 39, 41-2, 159 
for water resources. 36 
for women in tribal society, 38 
Warder, A. K., 110, 134 
warriors, 49-50, 142, 159 

their dependence on peasant militia. 
84 

dominance of, 82-3 
lorded over peasant? », 74 
see also, ksatnvas, raj 3, rajanyas 
water reservoirs, 14 
water supply, 

need for the history of, 13-4 
wealth, 

concept of, in RV, 24, 50-1 
distribution of, in RV, 41-2 
weapons, 

as item of gift, 41 
study of the history of, 1 3 
of Vedic people, 72 
weather, 

advanced knowledge of, in early 
medieval texts, 15 
West Bengal, 174 
Western Asia, 13, 58 
horse-drawn chariots in, 23 
iron technology in, 72 
Vedic gods from, inscriptional evid- 
ence on, 23 




wheat, 26, 114fn 


archaeological evidence of, 71 

cultivation of, 174 

from PGW levels, 61-2 

not used in rituals, 62 

not in Rg Veda, 39 

study of the cultivation of, 14 


as slaves, 38, 50 
as spoils of victory, 39 
place in tribal society, 38 
wars for, 38 
writing, 

diffusion of the art of, 13 
Wyatt, William F., 171fn 


Whitney, 52fn 
widow remarriage, 

condemned by Smrti laws of Gupta, 
and post-Gupta times, 14 
reserved for lower orders, 14 
Wintemitz, M. , 90, 98, 110, 113, 170, 
171 
women, 

bracketed with Sudras and property , 
14 


Yadava, B. N. S., 167fn 
Yadu, 48 
Yajnavalkya, 120 
Yama, 77 
Yamuna, 57, 172 
Yasa, 124 
Yaska, 53fn 

Yudhisthira, 135, 143-5 


as producers of producers, 38 

role in production, inadequate study Zimmer, 48 
of, 12 




Index C A 5 

(Pali, Prakrit, 

Sanskrit and Allied Words'. 

a -vis, 49 

<zot, 59 

adhvaryu, 70, 150 

ayanangala , 93, 111 fin 

adhyaksa , 77 

23, 28, 33fn 

Agganagaram, 1 1 6fn 

ayoghana , 93, Him 

aghnya, 121 

ayokuta , 93 

agnicayana , 58 
agnihotra, 149 

ayovikara kut»t, 93 

agni stoma, 119 

Babul, 56 

agnyddheya , 119 

badara, 57 

ahavaniya , 70 

baind , 45 

tfOTfoz, 114fh 

Ma, 53fn, 83, 161 

ambarisa, 62, 68fn 

baladd, 164 

amsa, 32, 43, 54fn, 159 

£a/t, 32, 39, 41, 76, 78, 83, 143, 158 

ananyasukham, 125 

balihrt, 78 

anji , 63 

balikrt , 78 

a/wa, 35fo, 41-2, 70, 141, 158 

barahgdmd, 52fa, 167 

armada, 164 

bdyan , 45 

anuduha, 119 

102 

apaddharma, 141, 145 

5er, 57 

dpaka, 59 

M5ga, 27, 32, 41, 43, 76, 159 

apnas, 27 

bhdgadheya , 41 

apya, 24 

bhdgadngha , 76, 79, 87fn 

dragga, 112fh 

MS/, 41-2, 43-4 

AraMa, 115fn 

bhajaka, 44, 54fxt 

arariya, 47 

bhdjana, 44-5, 54fn 

dry a, 24 

bhajayuh, 41, 44 

d ry a vis, 37 

bkdjii, 44, 54£n. 

af, 43 

bkdjya , 44 

asana, 43 

bhakta, 41, 43, 54fo, 150 

ajandma vajam , 53fn 

bhastd, 112fh 

/ui, 72 

bhastrd, 59, 67fo 

alirdtra, 70 

Matta, 43-4, 54fet 

dtmd, 81 

bhattd , 63 

atthakavagga , 90 

bhatthi , 63-4 
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bhdyana :, 45 
bhiksu j 124 
bhoja, 42 

bhrastra > 62-4, 68fh 
bhrastra, 63-4, 68fn 
bhumi-gfha , 170 
bhumicchidranyaya , 73 
bhumipurusavarjam, 86fii 
bhumisudravarjam , 86fn 
bhuyas~vi§, 49 
bijdgdra, 97 
bijatd patitthdpeti, 97 
bithami , 97 
&rya, 113fn 
bouu i 41 
brahmavidya , 81 

campaka (tree), 101 
r<2r, 25 

carsani , 25, 33fn 
caturvargc, 8-9 
25, 1 1 Ifn 
chdsa, 25 
chaurasi, 52fxi 
chaurs , 174 
chonkar, 57 

dahyu, 37 
Daksina, 52fh 
dama, 28 
damp all, 28 

15, 41, 50, 52 
dana-stuti , 31, 40, 51-2 
danda, 147 
darsadvat, 69 
37 

ddsa-hatyd , 52fh 
dasarajna, 37 
dasa vi$, 37 
dasyu-hatyd, 37 
Datrajdatra , 26, 61 
devdnam priya, 98 
devanuppeydy 98 
devd ary 57 
dhana, 27, 50, 73 
dhanapati, 42 
dharma, 7-8 
dharmaraja , 135 


and Social Formation 

diksd, 69 

diuya, 24 

dravinah. 27 
* • ^ 

dravinas, 50 
duhitr, 24, 158 
dukkha, 126 
dvijdti, 141 

gahapatiaggi, 121 

gahapatijs, 3, 120, 122, 124, 131, 141, 
165 

as taxpayer, 141 
gdma, 108 
gana , 28, 38, 48 
ganandm ganapatiy 51 
ganasya tdja, 51 
ganika, 126 
gdrhapatya t 70 
24 

gauri, 39 
gauri Igovdla, 24 
gavala , 39, 52fn 
gavesana, 24, 38, 157 
gavistiy 24, 38, 157 
gavyaccha, 119 
gavyan gidmah, 47 
gavyat, 24, 38 
gavyuy 24, 38 
gavyutiy 24, 39 
sahdyakay 124 
gocarman, 39 
godhuli, 39 
Godhuma, 62 
goghna, 119, 13 Ifn 
gojdta , 24 

gomat, 24, 27, 34fn, 50 
gopa, 24, 30, 157 
gopati, 24, 30, 157 
goraksd, 122 
gosava, 119, 131 
gospodiny 33fn 
£<?sw, 24, 38 
gofra, 39, 159 
govikarta, 119 
goyajna, 119, 132fn 

27, 46-8, 55, 75, 78, 107, 159 
gramajitam, 75 
grdmakdma, 75 



gramin , 75 

kauddalika , 93 

45 

Katya , 137 

grha, 48-9, 51, 55 

kedara , 97 

gThapati, 51 

kezcal, 173 

gular , 57 

keyari , 97 
khadira, 56, 61 

25-6 

khair, 58. 61 

handis, 62 

khardtra , 28 

hastabkarana, 150 

khdnziy 1 14fn 

hlnakarmanah. 142 

* * ^ 

kharlagai , 114£a 

hiranya , 28 

Lhettey 108 

150 

£*&ar, 56 
kllba, 134fn 

iksuvana, lllfn 

Jb/a, 57 

Itihasa, 136 

&<?/£, 62, 68, 87in 

Itihasa-Purana, 137 

A5/£, 128 
hrestjanin , 25 

jambu, 114fh 

krinati , 31 

39, 47-9, 51, 80, 140, 159 

24-5 

janapada , 48, 165 

Krsi- P ara$aray 15 

janapadanivesa, 10 

kfsti, 24-5, 33 

janasya gopa, 39, 51 

ksatra , 76 

janesvara , 142 

ksatra-sat, 29 

janya, 48, 80, 140 

/: sa.tr adhar mi 1 1 \pa IdLah . 

Jqya, 19, 136 

ksetra. 26, 28—30 

jhama, 115fn 

28 

jhamakhanu, 102 

kudiala , 93 

jhamakhetta , 102, 115 

kudumbiya , 113fn 

jfiatideyam, 140 

kula , 48 

jurngita, 129—30, 134 

kuLagharapwrise , 98 
k'dapa, 48 

60 

kulaputias, 122 

kadali, 113fn 

kulisa , 26 

kahapanajs , 126 

kutmasa , 71 

kalasa, 68fc 

kumbha , 62 

kama, 7 

kunda, 63, 63 

kammakara , 108 

kunda-payin, 63 

kandu , 62, 68 

kuSa , 101 

kankar, 173 

61 

kapala, 63 

kusula } 68fia 

karail , 173 

kutkariy 112fn 

karira, 57 
karkandhu, 57 

kuvala, 57 

£cr£j, 119 

la ft gala, 25 

karmakarajs, 30 

lavana, 67 fn 

karsnciyas, 60 
kassaka , 3, 153£n 

laviira, 61, 67 



loptra , 28 
lundti, 67fn 
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machan , 107 
madhuka, 114fn 
madhye patsyanam 
maghavanls, 159 
magha, 27 
maghavan arya , 42 
maghavdno, 43 
maha-ara finals, 102 

mahajanapadas , 107, 110, 163, 174-5 

mahanagara, 107 

mahattara , 4 

mahdvrata, 58, 62 

mandala , 36, 51, 142-3 

mantras, 31, 42, 135 

many ad, 97 

mS-sa, 61, 114fn 

matafiga, 129 

mattika-bhdjana, 44 

medha, 97 

midha, 30 

mlecchas, 144 

mori, 97, 111 

moriyar, 97 

mrga, 24 

mudga, 71, 114 

rnuZa, 8, 97 

mulct gar a, 97 

mang, 62 

nagara, 59, 107, 145 
nagaraka, 107 
nagarin, 59 
naksairajs, 70, 113 
nangala, 112-3fn 
naptr, 29 
napumsaka, 134fh 
ni-vis, 49 
nigama, 107 
nirdja, 88fh 
nirvana , 131 

82, 84, 87, 124 
niskraya , 150 
niyoga, 14, 136, 140 
nryajfia, 110 


pdhna, l!5fn 
pahina, 115fn 
pakar, 57 
paldsa, 114fn 
pana, 20, 31, 50 
paficacarsaniyah, 25 
paficajandh, 25, 159 
paficakrstyah, 25 
paficavarglya bhiksu, 124 
paficavratas, 47 
parasu, 26 
pamyanavagga , 90 
parisad , 28 
parivesa, 45 
parivesaka, 45, 54 
parivestr, 45 
parivis, 45, 54 
parosd, 45 
pdrthiva, 24 
pasts, 26 
pasti, 26 
pastiya, 34£h. 
pasty a, 26-7, 42 
pastya, 26, 34 
pasty a-sad, 26 
pastya-vdn, 26 
pastydvant, 26-7, 34 
pastyd-vat , 26 
pastya-vati, 26 

24, 28, 33, 108 
Pd tali (tree), 101 
patitfhdpeti , 113, 132fti 
pat tana, 145 
paura, 145 
pavarivam , 61 
pavira, 86fn 
pavirava, 86fh 
paviravant , 61 
pecu , 28 
pesanika, 108 
pesti, 27 
phala, 25, 93 
Pf/u, 57 
Plaksa, 57 
pra-vid, 49 
prey a, 108 
prajah, 25, 33fti 
prajanana, 75 



praiana, 43 
prsni, 119 
punar-vis , 49 
pura , 145 
purise, 1 1 3fn 
purodus, 67£q 
puruksu, 27 -8 
purusamedha , 62, 121 
pusti , 27 

putabhedanam, 1 16fo 
putradasadin, 33fn 
putta, 108 
putudaru , 57 

radhas , 27 
rdjadhdni, 107 

rajasuya, 62, 77, 79, 143-4, 160 

rdstra, 76, 78, 87fn 

rat ha, 108 

rathakara, 49, 79 

rathis, 145 

ratna, 143, 149 

ratnins, 80 

raja, 27 

24, 27-8, 50 
Rbhusamgha , 42 
reh, 174 
rekna, 27 
reknas, 50 
revdn, 27 
riktha, 27 
fna, 30 
ropani, 97 
ropeti, 97 
rsabha, 119 
r^r, 151 

fi/t, 86fh 
rulh, 113fn 

sab ha, 51 

sabheya , 51 

sadma, 28 

sajata, 76, 78 

sajdtdh , 74-5 

/5&, l'01, 107, 114, 116fo 

idlavana, 101 

sambhajata, 54fa 

sarndna, 75 


sambhajdmahe, 52fh 
sambhajana, 53£h 
sambhaktr, 41 
samgavan, 39 
samgrhatr, 87fji 
57 

sammd djiva , 125 
samma kammania, 125 
samudra-samyana, 124, 133 
.ftzrc, 41 

sanajd-sanena, 41 
sandrti, 41 

.fczmtf, 53fn 
sanaye, 41 
saneru, 41, 53 
sanita, 41 
sanugi, 41 
sdrasvata , 69 
Sardva, 63 

sdrdhajs, 46, 48, 55, 159 
fighting character of, 47 
sastika, 61 
sataddya , 39 
satanidna, 84 
iah", 14 
■sata, 73 
sendni, 83 
sendpati, 83 
sira , 25 
sissoo, 56, 107 
srdddha, 119 
srakti, 86fn 
.rfia, 86fii 
5fnf, 26, 61 
sthdli, 62, 68 
sthapati, 79 
stridhana, 14 
sukattharfi, 97 
sakhadd, 164 
Sulagava, 119 
stdka, 76-7 
sumattikam, 97 
imyanivesa, 10 
jjmu, 25 
svadhiti , 26 
fvapdka, 110 
svastika, 63 
?ydma, 59 







tila, 61 


tripura , 63 
trivarga, 8 
Trisimam vis, 48 


ucchu, lllfn 
udaja , 88fn 
udgdtd, 150 
udumbara, 57, 61 
ukha, 62 

vkkaya-nihae, 1 13fn, 114fn 
ukkhaya-nihae, 98 
ukkhaya-nihae, 98 
ukkhaya-nikkkae, 113fn 
upa-vis, 49 
upasaka , 122, 130 
urad , 62, 71 
urvara, 26 
urvard-jit , 29 
urvara-sa 
urvarasava , 86fn 
usar, 174 
uttaravedi, 58 

vagga, llOfn 
vaifyagramani , 79 
vaja, 35, 41, 53fn 
vaja-satamajd, 42 
vaja-sdtan, 42 
vaja-salaye, 41 
vaja-sati, 41-2 
vaja-satim, 42 
vajapeya, 121, 160 
valkala, 129 
van, 41, 53 
vanamahe, 52frt 
vanatam , 41 
vanate , 41 
vajiijd, 124 


vdnijya, 31 
vanistha, 41, 53 
vaniyas, 41, 53 
vannadd, 164 
vappa-mangala, 164 
varan a, 57 
varand, 57 
varatra , 25 

v drdhusikah, 125 

• * * 

varnasamkara, 148 
vasa, 119 
vdsana, 44 

vast, 26, 112fn 

vasu, 27 
vatthu , 108 
vdyan, 45 
p&f, 48, 55 
vesman, 48, 55fn 
vetana, 150 
vidatha , 32, 48, 50 
vikankata , 57 
vikrita, 31 
Fznoyojr, 127 

vipras , 51 

30, 39, 48-9, 51, 55, 73, 77 
83-4, 159, 161 
visamattd , 78 
visampati , 51, 142 
vidpati, 51 
20 

z>m, 46, 159 

vraja , 27, 46, 47, 55, 101, 159 

vrdjapati, 27, 47, 55 

vrata, 47, 54 

vrata, 46-8, 159 

vrihi, 61, 161 

vrjana, 27, 34, 42, 53 

vrjanasya raja, 42 

vrka, 43 

vrkna, 26 

Vrksa- Ayurveda, 15 

vjsabha, 119 

yajna, 121 
yat-sattras, 69-70 
jaoa, 26, 39, 61 
yugdnta, 147-8 



